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1 Background 
The National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), which operated as the Tertiary 
Education Fund of South Africa (TEFSA) until 1999, has been providing financial assistance 
to students at South Africa’s public higher education institutions since 1991. Over this 
period it has assisted over 230 000 students with awards worth in excess of R2.4 billion.  
 
Towards the end of 2001, the Research Committee of the NSFAS Board invited proposals 
to conduct research into two key aspects of TEFSA’s operation, namely: 
 The causes of dropout among students with sound academic records; and 
 The nature and extent of supplementary sources of income by means of which students 
finance their study, and the factors, if any, which enhance a student’s chance of 
obtaining the balance of the funds needed. 
 
The Community Agency for Social Enquiry (CASE) was awarded the contract in mid-2002, 
and conducted the research in the second half of the year. 
 
1.1 Method 
CASE adopted a multi-method approach to the research, so as to allow triangulation of 
results. Our approach included both quantitative and qualitative methods. 
 
In respect of the first question, i.e. dropouts of students who are performing adequately, 
we used the following methods: 
 Analysis of the NSFAS database; 
 Interviews with key informants – members of the NSFAS board, staff of financial aid 
bureaux (FABs) at selected institutions, and staff of NSFAS itself; 
 Focus groups with recent dropouts – one male and one female group in Johannesburg, 
and one male and one female group in Cape Town; and 
 A postal questionnaire for recent dropouts. 
 
In respect of the second research question, supplementary sources of income, the 
methodology included: 
 A postal questionnaire for graduates; 
 Interviews with key informants (as above); 
 Focus groups with current second- and third-year students at selected institutions. 
 
In respect of both research questions, we also undertook a review of published and grey 
literature, including NSFAS’ own documentation. The literature review, as well as 
interviews with key NSFAS informants, informed the design of the postal questionnaires 
and focus group guidelines. A list of informants is attached as an appendix. 
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1.1.1 Description of case studies 
We chose eight institutions as case studies – four universities and four technikons. Among 
the universities, we included one historically advantaged university (HAU) – University of 
Cape Town (UCT) – and two historically disadvantaged universities (HDUs) – University of 
Durban-Westville (UDW), the Medical University of South Africa (Medunsa) and Fort 
Hare. Among the technikons, we had two historically advantaged technikons (HATs) – 
Pretoria Technikon and Natal Technikon (part of the Durban Institution of Technology) – 
and three historically disadvantaged technikons (HDTs) – Border Technikon, Peninsula 
Technikon (Pentech).  
 
Table 1, below, shows the average tuition , registration and residence amounts for each of 
our case study institutions. These were used in the calculation of the full-time equivalent 
full costs of study (FCS) as part of the allocation process between 35 institutions for 
2002.  
 
The table reveals that, on average, UCT has the highest FCS of the 35 institutions funded, 
while Border Technikon has the fourth lowest. In fact, the FCS at UCT is almost double 
that of Border Technikon. 
 
Vista University, which is not included as one of our case study institutions, is the cheapest 
overall. It has an FCS of R4 350. This is at least partly explained by the absence of 
residence fees.  
 
Table 1. Components of full cost of study for 2001 at case study institutions 
Rank Institution Tuition Registration Residence FCS 
1 Cape Town University 13 700  17 400 31 100 
8 Medunsa 9 921 1 320 15 045 26 286 
12 Technikon Natal 8 750  14 600 23 350 
20 Pretoria Technikon 6 396  14 609 21 005 
23 Univ DurbanWestville 10 603 3 200 6 890 20 693 
24 Peninsula Technikon 6 300 375 13 710 20 385 
30 Fort Hare University 5 425 790 10 597 16 812 
32 Border Technikon 7 020 225 9 000 16 245 
  Overall average 8 758 591 12 773 22 122 
 
Table 2 shows the total amount allocated to the institution by NSFAS, the total awards 
made, the average award, total students with awards, and percentage of women among the 
beneficiaries. The order of institutions in terms of average award is not exactly the same 
as that for the FCS. For example, this time Medunsa heads the table, with average awards 
of R13 928. Border Technikon remains at the bottom. The average award at Medunsa is 
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more than four times that at Border Technikon.  Further, Border Technikon’s allocation is 
21% underspent.  
 
In terms of gender, women account for over 50% of awards at all institutions except UCT. 
The percentage of women is highest at Border Technikon. 
 
Table 2. Allocations and beneficiaries for case study institutions for 2001 
Institution Rand 
Allocation 
Rands 
Awarded 
Average 
rand award 
Students 
awarded 
% female 
Medunsa 14 885 135 14 778 120 13 928 1061 51% 
Univ Cape Town 20 925 661 20 821 039 12 642 1647 48% 
Tech Pretoria 34 755 860 34 668 779 8 372 4141 56% 
Technikon Natal 20 406 943 19 839 274 7 124 2785 52% 
Peninsula Tech 23 279 898 23 452 906 6 052 3875 61% 
DurbanWestville 17 776 392 17 586 949 4 338 4054 62% 
Univ Fort Hare 14 506 410 14 395 715 3 782 3806 56% 
Border Tech 9 655 819 7 625 165 3 220 2368 68% 
 
The case studies reveal further differences between the institutions. In particular, the 
proportion of students funded by NSFAS differs significantly.  
 
1.2 Approach and structure of this report 
This report closely follows the structure of our methodology, in that we first report our 
findings from each of the methods, before presenting our summary conclusions.  
 
In our initial briefing by NSFAS, we were encouraged to explore any additional issues that 
emerged in the research beyond the two key questions. In response to this encouragement, 
we have reported the outcome of each of the methods in some detail. In the conclusions we 
have, however, focused more narrowly on the two questions in our terms of reference. 
 
Section 2 of the report contains the literature review. 
Section 3 contains our analysis of data from the NSFAS database. 
Section 4 analyses and compares data from our own graduate and dropout questionnaires. 
Section 5 reports on focus groups with dropouts and current students. 
Section 6 presents short case studies of the six selected institutions based on our 
interviews with the FABs. 
Section 7 presents our conclusions in respect of the two research questions. 
 
2 Literature review 
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2.1 Introduction 
We found very little literature directly related to our two research questions. Neither the 
FABs nor the NGO bursary organisations we interviewed knew of any research on the 
topics.  
 
In terms of non-South African material, we found two rather dated articles that discussed 
possible reasons for dropout. These are discussed in section 2.1.1 below, and influenced our 
development of the dropout and graduate questionnaires. 
 
In terms of South African material, the most fruitful source was our own research for the 
Bursary Council of South Africa (BCSA) in the early 1990s. Most of what we found focused 
on sources of funding rather than on patterns of dropping out among students with good 
academic performance. The South African sources referenced and their findings are 
discussed in chronological order below in section 2.1.2. 
 
2.1.1 Non-South African material 
Both Tinto (1975) and Bean & Metzner (1985) explore academic, background, environmental 
and psychological factors that could influence the likelihood of dropping out. Both argue 
that academic factors contribute significantly to students dropping out. Students’ ability 
to study a course of their choice, the availability of academic advice at the institution, and 
satisfaction and certainty about their course major are factors that influence whether a 
student persists or drops out. 
 
Bean & Metzner al argue that older students are more likely to drop out than younger 
students because of greater family and work responsibilities. They argue that students 
who do not live in residence and therefore commute to campus have looser relationships 
with their lecturers, the institution and peers and that this places them at higher risk of 
dropping out. On the other hand, encouragement from parents, relatives and peers is 
positively linked to persistence. 
 
According to Bean & Metzner, black students exhibit higher rates of attrition than white 
students. In terms of gender, both studies argue that while it may not be a direct factor, 
the link with issues of family responsibility may lead to more women dropping out than men. 
On the other hand, men may feel greater pressure to find paid work. 
 
While the two studies discuss a range of other possible factors, they find that lack of 
finances is the most common reason cited for dropping out.  
 
2.1.2 South African material 
In early 1989, CASE was commissioned to do research for the Scholarships Policy Council 
responsible for South African bursaries funded by the US government. CASE contacted 
twenty-five universities for information about bursaries, and obtained figures from eight 
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of them. Overall, the black universities had a slightly higher average amount available per 
registered student, but also had a larger number of poor students. The percentage of 
students covered by university-administered awards was between 10% and 24% at 
historically advantaged universities (HAUs), and between 44 and 70% at three out of four 
of the historically disadvantaged universities (HDUs) (Ritchie, 1989). 
 
In 1990, the Students Service Centre (SSC) sent questionnaires to the 3 800 students 
who received loans or bursaries from its three component trust. At that time the SSC 
provided partial bursaries and loans towards the cost of fees, books, residence and travel. 
A total of 1 088 completed questionnaire were analysed. 
 
When asked about non-SSC sources of funds, students mentioned family (nearly 50%), 
other bursaries (20%), loans (10%), own earnings (7%), savings (5%) and other (2%). A 
quarter (25%) of the students said they did not  know where they would get the remaining 
funds. Nevertheless, the overwhelming majority – 83% - favoured partial bursary support 
for a greater number of students, despite their own financial difficulties. 
 
In 1992 Anne Emmett evaluated the Dutch Womens' Bursary Fund (DWBF) (referenced in 
Budlender, 1992). This small fund assisted rural women students studying in the Western 
Cape with amounts of approximately R3 000 each. 12 of 17 students interviewed said the 
DWBF bursaries were insufficient. The remaining five said they were sufficient only after 
they had received supplementary bursaries or taken out student loans. Nevertheless, most 
said that they favoured small bursaries to allow more students to be supported. 
 
In 1992, CAS E conducted research into bursaries on behalf of the Bursary Council of 
South Africa as part of the National Education Policy Initiative (NEPI) (Budlender, 1991). 
The main research question was where, besides their own or parents' pockets, young people 
could find the money to fund tertiary education. A questionnaire was sent to all known 
bursary-giving bodies, of whom about ten per cent responded. Some funds seemed 
reluctant to respond because they were already overwhelmed with applicants and did not 
want more publicity. Most funds reported that applicant numbers vastly exceeded available 
funds. 
 
Almost all funds covered at least part of tuition fees, and over half covered the full cost. 
Residence and accommodation fees were the second largest item of expenditure, and for 
many students this exceeded the tuition fees. Over three quarters of the students funded 
and 87% of the total rand amount was accounted for by the universities. A further 13% of 
students and 9% of expenditure went to the technikons.  
 
In terms of private sector assistance for non-employees, CASE found that larger and/or 
multinational companies were more likely to give bursaries, as were companies which used 
sophisticated technology. Overall, there was significant relative overfunding in comparison 
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with enrolments for engineering, the life sciences and mathematics and, to a lesser extent, 
business. Conversely, education was relatively underfunded. The report suggested that 
part of an apparent bias against women was probably explained by the bias of awards 
towards the more technical, and more male-dominated, areas of study. 
 
In terms of frequency with which different criteria were used in making awards, academic 
results led, followed by course orientation, ‘leadership’, community contribution, race, 
employees’ dependants, prior work experience, victim of apartheid, gender, and religion. 
 
Relatively few funds were offering loans. Several of the educational institutions had their 
own internal loan schemes. In the Western Cape, for example, the UWC and Cape 
Technikon schemes were funded by interest on capital, and Pentech planned to introduce a 
similar scheme in 1993. UCT had a different arrangement, whereby it stood surety for 
loans offered by Standard Bank. 
 
The CASE report highlighted the very different levels of need at different institutions. 
For example, by mid-1992 only 44 students at UCT faced exclusion on financial grounds, 
whereas 3 000 were in this position at the University of the North (Cape Times report 21 
May 1992). 
 
In 1993, CASE assisted the South African Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SACBC) with 
research to inform their decision as to whether to provide bigger bursaries to fewer 
students, or smaller bursaries to a greater number of students (Budlender, 1993). During 
the research, CASE visited the campuses of the University of the Western Cape, 
Witwatersrand and Fort Hare. Altogether seven women and thirteen men students were 
interviewed.  
 
Half the students did not start studying immediately after writing matric. Three stayed 
home because of lack of funds. At least eight of the students were influenced by financial 
consideration when deciding where to study. While studying, the SACBC students had not 
been able to get jobs through university workstudy schemes although most would have 
liked them. They said many jobs required computer, typing or other skills which they did 
not have. 
 
In 1994, CASE assisted the South African Catholic Bishops’ Council (SACBC) with a 
further questionnaire investigation. Part of the research involved 52 questionnaires 
completed by students who at that time were funded by the SACBC (Budlender, 1994). 
 
Over four out of five students said they received additional financial help from sources 
other than the SACBC. Ten of the students received assistance from other bursary funds, 
nine had loans, and two were receiving assistance from financial institutions. Fifteen 
students were receiving assistance from their families. Five students were receiving 
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assistance from friends. Three were using their own savings. One student was using his own 
earnings, earned by working at the university. 
 
When asked what were the most difficult crises  they had experienced while studying, the 
overwhelming majority (all but five) of the students mentioned financial difficulties of 
some kind. Several specified owing fees, not being able to purchase books, lack of food, 
being thrown out of residence, inability to afford transport, etc. One student had left her 
studies to find work. 
 
All the literature reviewed above is dated. The situation today, in a post-apartheid South 
Africa, could be different in many respects. To name just one important change, since 1994 
the overall profile of tertiary students has changed significantly in race terms. Shifts in 
overseas funding as well as poor overall economic performance will also have affected the 
availability of NGO and private sources of funding for students. 
 
A more recent source is the report on a survey of Grade 12 pupils conducted by the Human 
Sciences Research Council (HSRC) in August 2001 (Cosser, 2002).  A total of 12 204 pupils 
in 288 schools participated in the survey, which asked about their plans in respect of 
higher education. Close on three quarters of the learners said that they intended entering 
higher education within the next three years, 13% did not plan to do so, and 14% were 
uncertain. There were no significant differences across the four race groups. The high 
positive response is open to question, as many of those who said they planned to study 
further were performing poorly in matric. The further findings must thus be treated with 
some caution. 
 
Pupils were asked which factors influenced their decision to enter higher education. Of the 
14 factors listed, five were directly financial – offer of a bursary (in 5th place), ability to 
finance studies through NSFAS (7th place), offer of a scholarship (8th place), ability to 
finance study through a bank loan (9th place), and parents having money to finance the 
studies (13th place). 
 
The low ranking of parents’ finances presumably reflects the fact that few parents would 
have had sufficient money to cover the costs. Disaggregation by race revealed that 
external sources of funds – NSFAS, banks, bursaries and scholarships – were more 
important for African learners than for coloured, Indian and white, in descending order. In 
choosing between institutions, African learners were more influenced than others by 
better sporting facilities, lower fees, and scholarship awards. 
 
The top four motivating factors for undertaking tertiary studies were improving 
employability, interest in the field of study, hope of higher income, and family 
encouragement. Nearly 90% of pupils saw higher education as the ‘gateway’ to employment. 
This points to the possibility, which emerged in our research, that students who are 
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offered a job mid-way through their studies might well decide to forego studying and take 
the job.  
 
Finally John Davids of the Rural Education Aid Programme (REAP) reported that, overall, 
less than 0,1% of REAP-assisted students dropped out in any year. In 2001, only five 
students from a total of more than 600 dropped out. Those who dropped out generally did 
so for reasons ranging from choosing the wrong course or subjects, to inadequate 
psychological and mental preparation for the rigours of higher education studies. 
 
3 Analysis of NSFAS database 
The sub-section 3.1 analyses the records of NSFAS funded students from 1991 onwards 
who are recorded as either graduates or dropouts on the NSFAS database. Sub-section 
3.2 looks at students who were funded by NSFAS at more than one institution. 
 
3.1 Statistical comparison of dropouts and graduates 
NSFAS provided records in respect of a total of 87 230 students who had been funded by 
them since 1991. The analysis excludes students who are recorded as still studying, or 
those who have died or ceased studying because of sudden disability. 
 
Of the remaining students, 40 509 (46%) are recorded as dropouts. The database status 
of a student is determined by the contents of two fields – their ‘exit year’ and ‘graduation 
year’, as follows: 
 Where the graduation year is filled, the student is recorded as a graduate. 
 Where the graduation year is empty, but the exit year exists, the student is 
recorded as a dropout. 
 Where the graduation year and exit years are empty, the student is recorded as 
still studying. 
As discussed elsewhere in this report, it seems that a significant number of those 
recorded as dropouts have either completed their studies or are still studying. 
Unfortunately, we do not know how many are incorrectly recorded. The analysis below 
assumes that those who are incorrectly recorded form a relatively small proportion of the 
total database, and that comparison of patterns for dropouts and graduates will thus 
indicate the trend of real patterns, if not the exact extent. 
 
In our analysis, we were, of course, restricted by the nature of the information available. 
Unfortunately, the NSFAS database does not store the year in which students graduated, 
family income, the number of people at university in the family, other funding received, and 
whether the person was in residence. Because it does not store year of graduation, we 
cannot say how long ex-students took to get jobs. We can only say if, according to NSFAS’ 
knowledge, they have a job now. (We requested information on whether students were 
recorded as having jobs, but did not receive this variable in the datasets.) 
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3.1.1 Characteristics of funded students 
The next few tables provide an idea of the overall distribution of funded students 
according to key characteristics. These provide the context for understanding the later 
tables. In particular, later tables typically tabulate only two characteristics. In some 
cases, apparent patterns are explained by interaction between one of these variables and 
other variables not included in the table.  Ideally, if the data were more reliable, we could 
have performed regressions to capture the most important determinants. Given the 
weaknesses in the data, we felt that this sort of analysis would suggest spurious accuracy. 
 
Table 3 gives the race and gender breakdown of funded students for whom race is 
recorded.  Unfortunately, this information is only available for only six in ten students as 
NSFAS stopped capturing race a few years ago. The column percentages show very similar 
gender distribution across race groups. The overall preponderance of female students 
reflects the slight over-representation of women at tertiary institutions. The final column 
reveals that the overwhelming majority of funded students for whom race is recorded – 
93% - are African. This is understandable given income distribution patterns in the 
country.  
 
Table 3. Funded students by race and gender 
Race Female Male Total Total 
African 56% 44% 100% 48950 
Coloured 55% 45% 100% 1778 
Indian 57% 43% 100% 916 
White 57% 43% 100% 1126 
Total 56% 44% 100% 52770 
 
Table 4 which follows, shows the distribution of funded students by gender and institution 
type. The typology distinguishes between technikons and universities, and between those 
which were historically advantaged (HAI) and historically disadvantaged (HDI).  
 
There is some difference in the gender distribution between historically advantaged and 
historically disadvantaged, with greater female representation at the latter institutions. 
On the other hand, there is very little difference between the gender distributions at 
technikons and universities within each of the two advantaged groupings.  
 
These patterns suggest that it is something other than gendered patterns of career and 
study choice that determines who studies where and who is funded by NSFAS. This might 
be worth further investigation. Overall, the historically disadvantaged institutions account 
for 57% of funded students. This can be explained by NSFAS’s focus on economic 
disadvantage as well as the explicit inclusion of race in the allocation formula for 
institutions.  
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Universities account for 58% of all students funded. 
 
Table 4. Funded students by institution type and gender 
Type Female Male Total % of total Total 
HAT 52% 48% 100% 23% 20218 
HAU 50% 50% 100% 20% 17081 
HDT 60% 40% 100% 19% 16415 
HDU 59% 41% 100% 38% 33516 
Total 56% 44% 100% 100% 87230 
 
Table 5 confirms that there are distinct gendered patterns in field of study for female 
and male students. While around three in ten of both female and male students are in the 
humanities, there is a four percentage difference – in favour of women – in the largest 
field, business studies, and a twelve percentage point difference in the sciences in favour 
of men. On the other hand, there is a five percentage point difference in favour of women 
in education.  
 
Disregarding the gender aspect, the final column of the table suggests that NSFAS is 
having some success in focusing on its priority fields of business and science. 
 
Table 5. Funded students by field of study and gender 
Study field Female Male Total 
Business 38% 34% 36% 
Science 19% 31% 24% 
Humanities 31% 29% 30% 
Education 12% 7% 10% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 
Total (n) 48612 38618 87230 
 
Because universities and technikons offer different degrees and diplomas, we can expect 
some difference in the distribution of study fields in the different institution types. Table 
6 shows that over half of students registered at technikons are studying business, 
compared to under a quarter at the universities. On the other hand, over two-fifths of 
university students are in the humanities, compared to under one in ten students at the 
technikons. Science accounts for around two-fifth of students at the universities, but over 
three in ten at the technikons. Education only features prominently at the historically 
disadvantaged universities, where it accounts for over one-fifth of students. 
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Table 6. Funded students by type of institution and field of study 
Study field HAT HAU HDT HDU 
Business 56% 24% 58% 20% 
Science 32% 22% 32% 17% 
Humanities 10% 49% 8% 42% 
Education 2% 5% 2% 21% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Total (n) 20219 17081 16416 33517 
 
3.1.2 Comparison of characteristics of dropouts and graduates 
The next set of tables compares dropout-graduate distributions against a range of 
characteristics. Table 7 suggests that female students are less likely than male students 
to drop out, in that 42% of female and 52% of male students are recorded as dropouts. 
This table, like most of those which follow, reports in terms of percentages so as to make 
the patterns clearer. The final column or row  gives the actual numbers. 
 
Table 7. Funded students by status and gender 
Sex Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
Female 42% 58% 100% 48612 
Male 52% 48% 100% 38618 
Total 46% 54% 100% 87230 
 
Table 8, looks at the patterns in respect of race. Unfortunately, NSFAS has not been 
consistent in recording race, so there is information for only 52 770 (60%) of those 
assisted. The table suggests that the dropout rate is highest for African and coloured 
students, at close on four in ten, while rates for white students are under three in ten, and 
those for Indians under a quarter. One concern about the accuracy of these trends is that 
the overall rate of dropout is only 37% for students with race recorded, compared to the 
46% shown in table 7 above. 
 
Table 8. Funded students by status and race 
Race Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
African 37% 63% 100% 48950 
Coloured 39% 61% 100% 1778 
Indian 24% 76% 100% 916 
White 28% 72% 100% 1126 
Total 37% 63% 100% 52770 
 
Table 9 examines differences in patterns between types of institutions. The table 
suggests that students at technikons are more likely than those at universities to drop out. 
At least part of this difference might be explained by the misrecording of technikon 
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students who are doing their in-service training, or looking for an in-service opportunity, as 
dropouts. The dropout rate is higher at the historically advantaged institutions than the 
historically disadvantaged. The  range is from 29% dropouts at historically disadvantaged 
universities to 61% dropouts at historically advantaged technikons. 
 
Table 9. Funded students by status and type of institution 
Type Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
HAT 61% 39% 100% 20219 
HAU 55% 45% 100% 17081 
HDT 54% 46% 100% 16416 
HDU 29% 71% 100% 33517 
Total 46% 54% 100% 87233 
 
Table 10 compares dropout rates of students who dropped out at different stages in their 
studies. The table suggests that dropout rates are higher in the earlier than later years, 
especially if one ignores the relatively small numbers of students in their eighth and ninth 
year of study. In some ways the table is  misleading because it reflects the latest year in 
which a student received a NSFAS loan. The 92% first year dropout is thus almost 
certainly a gross overstatement, as a large proportion of students who successfully 
completed first year would have received a NSFAS loan in a later year, and thus not be 
included among the 1st year graduates. Examination of the final column reveals that 48% of 
students funded received their final NSFAS loan in their third year of study, and a 
further 20% received their final loan in their fourth year. (The student in the 0th year is 
presumably an error!). 
 
Table 10. Funded students by status and last year of study 
Last year Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
0 100% 0% 100% 1 
1 92% 8% 100% 12504 
2 79% 21% 100% 13436 
3 35% 65% 100% 41620 
4 19% 81% 100% 17292 
5 20% 80% 100% 1443 
6 9% 91% 100% 677 
7 25% 75% 100% 20 
8 82% 18% 100% 236 
9 75% 25% 100% 4 
Total 46% 54% 100% 87233 
 
Table 11 distinguishes between students whose home is in the same region as the 
institution at which they studied, and those whose home is outside the region. Regions are 
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defined on the same basis as is used for the NSFAS means test in estimating minimum 
household living levels. Unfortunately, NSFAS does not keep a record of which students 
are in residence and we have thus used the regional indicator between students who are 
likely to be living at home and those who are not. Overall, students are more or less evenly 
divided between those from inside and outside their institution's region, with 47% studying 
in the same region where they live. The table suggests that those studying in their own 
region are slightly less likely to drop out than those studying outside their regions. 
 
Table 11. Funded students by status and regional origin 
Region Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
In region 44% 56% 100% 41054 
Outside 49% 51% 100% 46179 
Total 46% 54% 100% 87233 
 
Comparison of dropout status by broad study field shows a marked difference. The 
dropout rate is highest for the sciences, at 59%, followed by business studies (52%), 
humanities (39%) and, lastly, education (17%). These differences correlate with the gender 
differences noted above, in that the study fields with the highest dropout rates are those 
where male students dominate. 
 
Table 12. Funded students by status and field of study 
Study field Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
Business 52% 48% 100% 31721 
Science 59% 41% 100% 21077 
Humanities 39% 61% 100% 25936 
Education 17% 83% 100% 8499 
Total 46% 54% 100% 87233 
 
Table 13 compares dropout rates of students with different levels of academic 
performance. The percentages reflect number of courses passed, rather than the 
percentage(s) achieved in particular courses. The table distinguishes between those 
passing no courses, those passing under half their courses, those passing over half but not 
all, and those passing all. A small number of students, marked NULL, do not have a record 
of performance.  
 
As expected, the table shows a marked increase in the dropout rate with diminished 
performance. Among those passing all courses, 17% drop out, compared to 85% or more of 
those passing less than half their courses. It is the 17% recorded as passing all courses 
that prompted NSFAS to commission this research. However, as discussed, the percentage 
is definitely not, in fact, as high as this. 
 
 19 
Table 13. Funded students by status and academic performance 
Pass rate Dropout Graduate Total Total (n) 
0 85% 15% 100% 5966 
0-49 87% 13% 100% 14037 
50-99 46% 54% 100% 41333 
100 17% 83% 100% 25811 
NULL 5% 95% 100% 86 
Total 46% 54% 100% 87233 
 
Examination of the final column of the table above reveals that close on half (47%) of 
students pass between 50% and 99% of their courses, a further 30% pass all their 
courses, 16% pass some courses but under half, and 7% pass no courses at all. 
 
3.1.3 Patterns in pass rates 
The third set of tables compares pass rates on the basis of the same range of 
characteristics as used above. These tables might help to explain some of the patterns in 
the tables above. 
 
Table 14, the first table in this set, reveals relatively similar performance for female and 
male students, with women performing slightly better than men – 31% passing all courses, 
compared to 27% of men. This difference could explain some of the difference in dropout 
rates recorded above. 
 
Table 14. Academic performance by gender 
Pass rate Female Male Total 
0 6% 8% 7% 
0-49 15% 18% 16% 
50-99 48% 47% 47% 
100 31% 27% 30% 
NULL 0% 0% 0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 15 suggests markedly better performance at the historically disadvantaged 
institutions than at the historically advantaged  with over a third of funded students 
passing all courses at HAIs, compared to under one quarter at HDIs. Comparison of 
technikons and universities shows clearly superior performance at the historically 
advantaged technikons than at universities. Among the historically disadvantaged 
institutions, there is less of a difference in performance between the technikons and 
universities.  
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Again, the difference in pass rates helps explain the difference in dropout rates between 
the historically advantaged and disadvantaged institutions. The technikon-university 
difference in the historically advantaged institutions is, however, not reflected in 
different dropout rates. One hypothesis to explain similar dropout rates at the 
universities, despite poorer performance, could be better provision of non-NSFAS financial 
aid and other forms of assistance at the more established universities.  
 
Table 15. Academic performance by type of institution 
Pass rate HAT HAU HDT HDU Total 
0 10% 11% 4% 4% 7% 
0-49 18% 26% 14% 11% 16% 
50-99 46% 40% 47% 52% 47% 
100 25% 22% 36% 33% 30% 
NULL 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Comparison of performance of students according to home region show almost identical 
academic performance for the two groups. Performance therefore cannot account for the 
difference in dropout rates for region of study in relationship to home region.. 
 
Table 16. Academic performance by regional origin 
Pass rate In region Outside Total 
0 7% 7% 7% 
0-49 16% 16% 16% 
50-99 48% 46% 47% 
100 29% 30% 30% 
NULL 0% 0% 0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 17 shows performance by race group for those students for whom this 
characteristic is recorded. The patterns show some match with those for dropouts in that 
the performance of white and Indian students is noticeably better than that of African 
and coloured students. However, the percentage of coloured students passing (40%) is 
higher than that for African students (32%), while the dropout rate for coloured students 
is slightly higher than that for African. It thus seems that there are other factors 
intervening here. 
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Table 17. Academic performance by race 
Pass rate African Coloured Indian White Total 
0 5% 4% 2% 3% 5% 
0-49 13% 12% 8% 8% 13% 
59-99 49% 43% 35% 34% 49% 
100 32% 40% 53% 55% 34% 
NULL 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
Table 18 shows little difference in performance in terms of study field except for 
education, where performance is markedly better. The pattern in respect of education 
matches the pattern in terms of dropouts, where the level of dropouts was lowest for this 
field. However, performance does not seem to explain the different dropout patterns for 
the other fields. 
 
Table 18. Academic performance by field of study 
Pass rate Business Science Humanities Education Total 
0 8% 7% 7% 2% 7% 
0-49 18% 17% 16% 5% 16% 
50-99 46% 47% 49% 50% 47% 
100 27% 29% 29% 42% 30% 
NULL 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Total 31721 21077 25936 8499 87233 
 
3.2 Moving students 
Early on in the investigation, informants noted that where students who had received 
support from NSFAS changed institutions halfway through their undergraduate studies, 
and did not receive NSFAS assistance at the second and subsequent institutions, they 
would be recorded as dropouts on the system, although they might have successfully 
completed their studies. One reason advanced for this happening was that, where a student 
performed exceptionally well, they might be lured to another institution with the offer of 
a good bursary. Unfortunately, this move would usually not be captured on the NSFAS 
database as the student would not need a NSFAS loan at the new institution. 
 
In order to get some idea of the extent to which students change institutions half-way, 
NSFAS supplied CASE with a database that contained records of all students who had 
received support at two or more institutions. These students do not correspond with those 
described in the previous paragraph, as the former did not receive funding at the second 
and subsequent institution. The database thus provides only a very rough idea of the 
phenomenon in which we are interested. 
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The database covers all loans from 1991 to 2002. For all except 12 students, the database 
contains at least two records, i.e. one for each institution at which the student obtained 
NSFAS support. The twelve exceptions occur in respect of students who received funding 
while at institutions such as colleges, which are now excluded in terms of NSFAS rules. 
 
The database contains a total of 22 550 records, and contains details of 11 138 students. 
Of the 11 138 students, 42% are recorded as having graduated, 38% as having dropped out, 
20% as still studying and three as AB, the code used where students have died or become 
disabled while studying. 
 
In terms of movements, 12 students are recorded as studying at only one institution, 
10 849 as studying at two institutions, 269 at three institutions, seven at four institutions, 
and one at five institutions. Thus 97% of these ‘moving students’ studied at two 
institutions. 
 
Given the pattern described above, a simple comparison of the 11 137 records for ‘final’ 
institutions with the 11 412 records for ‘non-final’ institutions might reveal possible 
patterns of movement. (The twelve single records are included in the non-final). In the few 
cases where a student studied at more than two institutions, there will be a double-
counting in respect of non-final institutions, but this should not skew the results. 
 
Table 19 below, gives the comparison in terms of institution type. It suggests a clear 
movement away from the historically disadvantaged institutions towards the historically 
advantaged. To the extent that the former are cheaper than the other, this pattern 
suggests that financial considerations are not the main motive for moving. There is a 
smaller apparent movement from technikons towards universities. 
 
Table 19. Distribution of non-final and final institutions by type 
Type Non-final % of non-
final 
Final % of non-
final 
HAT 1329 12% 2422 22% 
HAU 2060 18% 2485 22% 
HDT 1661 15% 846 8% 
HDU 6362 56% 5384 48% 
Total 11412 100% 11137 100% 
 
The various VISTA campuses between them account for 38% of non-final institutions and 
37% of final institutions. Technikon Northern Gauteng and Wits University each account 
for 5% of non-final institutions, but 2% and 4% respectively of final institutions. 
Conversely, Technikon South Africa accounts for only 2% of non-final and 9% of final 
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institutions , while the University of South Africa accounts for 3% of non-final institutions 
and 7% of final institutions .  
 
The pattern in respect of the distance institutions suggests that some students might be 
moving for financial reasons, because they cannot afford to be full-time students any 
longer. The fees at the distance learning institutions also tend to be lower. There could, 
however, be other reasons, such as family ones, why students decide to move to distance 
learning. In particular, this could allow them to work, and to have more flexibility in terms 
of time and location. 
 
The distribution in the total number of funded students who move, as shown in Table 19,  
must be compared with the distribution of all students funded from 1991 to date in Table 
20 which follows.. (Students at institutions which are no longer funded are not included in 
the table.)  The comparison suggests that students at universities are more likely than 
those at technikons to change institutions.  More detailed analysis reveals that Vista 
accounts for only 5% of all funded students, compared to its 38% representation among 
movers and 37% representation among those who have moved. VISTA students are thus 
severely over-represented among moving students. 
 
Table 20. Distribution of institutions of all NSFAS beneficiaries by type 
Type Total % of total 
HAT 144190 24% 
HAU 92206 15% 
HDT 125535 20% 
HDU 251317 41% 
Total 613248 100% 
 
Comparison of performance at the final and non-final institutions is hampered by the fact 
that NSFAS only started recording performance in 1996. There are thus more records in 
respect of final institutions than non-final. If we focus only on those records for which 
there is information, we get identical average (mean) results for non-final and final 
institutions, at 61%. This suggests that students’ performance remains constant after 
moving if one assumes that the standard at the different institutions is the same. 
 
4 Analysis of graduate and dropout questionnaire surveys 
In this section of the report 4.1 analyses the responses to the graduate and dropout 
questionnaires separately. 4.2 compares the results of the two analyses. 
 
4.1 Questionnaire survey of graduates 
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4.1.1 Profile of respondents 
We received a total of 52 completed and valid questionnaires from graduates. Table 21 
shows the race and gender breakdown of these respondents. It reflects details of 51 
respondents as one respondent (whose details suggested he was white) did not supply 
details of race. Women – and particularly African women – are under-represented when 
compared with the overall profile of NSFAS graduates, where 58% are female. African 
respondents are almost certainly under-represented, as they account for 90% of NSFAS 
graduates for whom race is recorded. 
 
Table 21. Graduate respondents by race and sex 
Race Female Male Total 
African 11 25 36 
Coloured 2 1 3 
Indian 3 3 6 
White 5 1 6 
Total 21 30 51 
 
About two-thirds (34) of the respondents were aged 25 years or younger. Women tended 
to be younger than men, in that all but three of the women were aged 25 years or younger. 
The youngest respondent was 22 and the oldest 36. Respondents had graduated between 
1997 and 2002, with the majority (48) graduating in 1999 or later. 
 
All the respondents were single. However, eight had children by the time they were in their 
final year of study. Of the six men in this situation, one had the child/ren living with him, 
while the others had the children living with the other parent. Of the two women, one had 
the child with her and one had left the child with parents or other family. 
 
4.1.2 Circumstances while studying 
Close on three-quarters (37) of respondents studied at universities, with 21 at HDUs and 
16 at HAUs. Of the 13 who specified technikons, eight were at HATs. As expected, none of 
the white students were at HDIs. All the respondents from HDTs were African. We 
obtained a relatively good spread of institutions, with the maximum number of respondents 
from any institution being five, from Fort Hare. 
 
Between 14 and 16 respondents had studied in  each of the fields of business, humanities 
and science, while five had studied education. Among the education students there was, 
surprisingly, only one woman compared to four men. Women were also under-represented in 
science, where there were four women and twelve men. There were more or less equal 
numbers of women and men in business and humanities. Given the lower number of women in 
the full sample, this implies an over-representation of women in the latter disciplines. 
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In terms of race, 11 of the 15 business students, four of the education students, 11 of the 
humanities students, and nine of the science students were African. African students were 
thus under-represented among science students. This confirms the pattern for all 
graduates and dropouts in the NSFAS database for the period 1991 to date, where only 
88% of science students are African, compared to 92% or more in each of the other areas 
of study. 
 
Nine respondents said that their parents or family were living in a city when they were in 
their last year of undergraduate study, 22 had parents/family in small towns, and 19 had 
parents/family in rural areas. This pictures matches the provincial origins in that 15 
respondents were from KwaZulu-Natal, ten from Eastern Cape, nine from Limpopo, six from 
Gauteng, and three or fewer from each of the other provinces. There were no respondents 
from the Western Cape. 
 
Table 22 reveals that just over half of respondents stayed in residence while studying, 
with little difference between male and female students. Women were, however, more 
likely than men to stay with their parents at home, while men were more likely to stay 
elsewhere off-campus. 
 
Table 22. Graduate respondents by living circumstances and sex 
Where lived Female Male Total 
Residence 10 16 26 
Parents at home 7 4 11 
Relatives 1 2 3 
Off-campus alone 1 3 4 
Off-campus sharing 2 4 6 
Other - 2 2 
Total 21 30 51 
 
Table 23 shows the work situation of each of the respondents’ parents at the time they 
were studying. As expected, there are significantly more mothers than fathers reported 
as not employed, and looking after home or children. There are also more deceased fathers 
and more fathers whose details are unknown. These are common patterns in South Africa. 
There are similar numbers of working fathers and mothers, with mothers slightly more 
likely to be working as full-time employees. The majority of the ‘not employed (other)’ and 
‘other’ categories were explained as parents who were pensioners. 
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Table 23. Graduate respondents by work situation of parents 
Work situation Mother Father 
Full-time employee 15 11 
Part-time employee 4 2 
Self employed 5 7 
Unemployed looking for work 5 4 
Not employed (looking after home/kids) 12 2 
Not employed (other) 5 6 
Deceased 1 6 
Don’t know - 6 
Other 4 6 
Total 51 50 
 
Five students – one woman and four men – said that they were supporting at least one 
member of their family financially while studying. 
 
As many as eighteen students – 3 women and 15 men – said that other family members were 
also studying at tertiary institutions at the time they were studying. Of the six Indian 
students, four said that other family members were also studying when they were. 
 
Just over half (27) of the respondents had gone to university immediately after completing 
matric. There was no difference between men and women in this respect. Of those who did 
not go immediately, 21 were African. 
 
The main reason why respondents had not gone on immediately to tertiary studies was 
financial constraints. This affected 13 of the 27 students concerned, one of whom focused 
specifically on registration fees and one of whom said that they had not known about 
NSFAS. Three further students gave finances and another reason such as poor matric 
results or personal problems as the reasons for not continuing.  
 
Two said that they wanted to work first. Of these, one had worked in the film industry for 
eight years and then decided to study to get a formal qualification. The remaining five 
either had reasons related to a change of career plans or late applications. 
 
4.1.3 NSFAS and other funding sources 
Close on half (23) the students had received NSFAS funding for three years, 14 had 
received funding for four years, and 10 had received funding for more than four years. 
None had received funding for only one year. 
 
We asked students about the size of the loan received each year, and how much of this 
had been converted to a bursary. We also asked about the total loan amount excluding the 
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bursary. Several respondents indicated that they did not know how to interpret the 
questions in respect of totals, and some of the annual information received appears 
unreliable. These figures should therefore be interpreted with caution. 
 
Table 24 indicates the extent to which respondents said the NSFAS award covered each 
of a range of expenses. As expected, NSFAS assisted with at least part of tuition fees for 
all but one of the students. It also assisted those who stayed in residence. It assisted less 
than half the students in respect of books and study materials, and even fewer in respect 
of living expenses. 
 
Table 24. Graduate respondents by coverage of expenses 
Expense type Fully Partly Not at all 
Tuition 27 24 1 
Residence 9 19 23 
Living expenses - 3 48 
Books/study material 5 16 30 
Other - 3 48 
 
Students reported that they spent anywhere between R100 and R16 000 on textbooks, 
reference books and other study material in their last year of undergraduate study. About 
half (25) gave amounts of R1 000 or less. Three gave amounts of R4 000 or more. 
 
We asked graduates what other sources of funds they had to cover their fees and other 
study-related expenses while studying. For each of the sources, we asked them to specify 
whether that source was available throughout their studies, part of the time, or never. 
Table 25 confirms that families are the main source of additional finances. Savings are also 
common, but are usually available only for a period of the studies – presumably they get 
used up in the first years. Close on half of the respondents managed to obtain other 
bursaries or scholarships during part of their studies. As noted above, many also worked to 
gain additional income. A significant number were able to obtain assistance from friends, 
but this was usually only for part of their studies. 
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Table 25. Graduate respondents by other sources of funds 
Source Throughout Part of time Never 
Other bursary/scholarship 7 15 30 
Family 30 11 11 
Financial institutions 4 4 44 
Friends 1 12 39 
Moneylender 2 2 48 
Own work 8 17 27 
Savings 9 32 11 
Other 1 5 46 
 
When asked for the main source of supplementary funds, family again emerged as the 
leader, named by 18 respondents. Other bursaries and scholarships followed closely behind, 
with 14 mentions, but included some who were referring, in error, to NSFAS assistance. 
Financial institutions were mentioned as the main source by four students, moneylenders by 
three and friends by one. Eleven students said that other sources contributed most. Again, 
most of those who answered ‘other’ were referring to NSFAS assistance and had 
misunderstood the question. 
 
We also asked students what they thought the important sources of funding for other 
students were. Table 26 records the responses. It shows respondents giving equal 
weighting to family and other bursaries and scholarships, followed quite closely by financial 
institutions. As before, some of those choosing ‘other bursary/scholarship’ were, in fact, 
referring to NSFAS assistance. The ranking in this table differs from what students said 
about their own sources of funding. Unfortunately, we have no independent information to 
verify either of their answers. 
 
Table 26. Graduate respondents by funds considered important for other students 
Source Number 
Other bursary/scholarship 32 
Family 32 
Financial institutions 24 
Friends 1 
Moneylender 5 
Own work 9 
Savings 5 
 
Three-fifths (31) of the students said that they worked on a part- or full-time basis at 
some time during their undergraduate studies. Women were more likely than men to have 
worked. African students were less likely than others to have worked. In fact, all coloured 
and white respondents said that they had worked. 
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Ten students had worked only during vacations, seven only during term-time, and eleven 
both during vacations and term time. Four worked on some other basis. There was very 
little difference between male and female graduates in the patterns of work. There were 
also no significant differences in terms of race in terms of when they worked. Ten 
students said that they had only worked for between one and three months in their final 
year of undergraduate studies. Six students had worked for ten or more months. 
 
The average amount earned per month ranged from R135 to R4 000, but only seven 
students earned R1 000 or more on average per month. Fourteen earned R500 or less. 
Almost all said that some of the money they earned was spent on fees and other academic 
expenses.  
 
4.1.4 Situation after studying 
Nearly half (25) of the respondents said that they had gone further in their studies after 
getting their undergraduate degree or diploma. Men and women were equally likely to study 
further. There were also no noticeable race patterns. However, in terms of institutions, 
those who studied at HAUs were more likely than others to study further, while none of 
the respondents from HDTs studied further. 
 
Table 27 shows the respondents’ main work situation at the time they completed the 
questionnaire. Over half of the respondents are employed, most on a full-time basis. Eleven 
are unemployed and looking for work. None are homemakers. The pattern for male and 
female respondents is similar although men are more likely than women to be employed on 
some basis other than as a full-time employee. The profile suggests a less optimistic 
situation than the Human Sciences Research Council's (HSRC) estimate of less than 3% 
unemployment among graduates which is quoted in the NSFAS’ 2001 report (page 4). 
 
Table 27. Graduate respondents by current work situation and sex 
Work situation Female Male Total 
Full-time employee 10 19 29 
Part-time employee 1 1 2 
Casual employee - 1 1 
Self-employed - 1 1 
Unemployed looking for work 4 7 11 
Not employed –looking after home/kids - - - 
Not employed (other) 1 - 1 
Full-time student 1 1 2 
Other 3 1 4 
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Under half (23) of the students said that they started working within three months of 
graduating, a further 8 started within six months, and a further five within a year. 
Fourteen said that they had never found a job.  
 
4.1.5 Factors facilitating and hindering completion of studies 
We asked students which two of a range of specified factors contributed most to the 
successful completion of their studies. The results recorded in Table 28 suggest that 
psychological factors such as perceived usefulness of the studies, determination and 
ambition, were most important. Family support such as a parent’s encouragement, followed 
closely. Less than a third of respondents considered  academic support and finances among 
the most important factors for successful completion of studies. Social and other factors 
ranked very low. 
 
Table 28. Graduate respondents by factors contributing to success and sex 
Factors Female Male Total 
Social 1 8 9 
Family 14 16 30 
Academic support 4 10 14 
Psychological 14 25 39 
Financial 6 9 15 
Other 0 5 5 
 
We also asked respondents which of a range of specified difficulties they experienced. 
Table 29 shows responses from respondents to these questions. In interpreting table 29, it 
should be  remembered that there were 36 African and 15 non-African respondents.  
 
The table suggests that the most common problems across all respondents are financial. 
Three-quarters of respondents indicated inadequate finance as a difficulty. Family 
pressure, the next most common, was mentioned by over one-fifth of respondents, and 
inadequate academic support and poor health or disability by over one in ten.  
 
 More non-African respondents mentioned inadequate academic support, while  only 
Africans mentioned social problems or pregnancy. Of the four who mentioned pregnancy, 
two were men referring to their partner’s pregnancy. 
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Table 29. Graduate respondents by experience of difficulties and race 
Factors African Non-African Total 
Inadequate money 28 10 38 
Inadequate academic support 4 4 8 
Family pressure 8 3 11 
Poor health/disability 4 3 7 
Social problems 3 - 3 
Pregnancy 4 - 4 
 
Given that the most common difficulty mentioned was inadequacy of funds for study, most 
of the descriptions of how respondents overcame difficulties revolved around seeking 
financial support from immediate family, friends, relatives and financial aid sources. Seven 
respondents mentioned NSFAS support as having provided a way out of their financial 
dilemma. Seven respondents mentioned support from family and friends and four referred 
to other unspecified loans and bursaries.  11 respondents had found part- or full-time jobs 
to raise money. 
 
Thirteen respondents spoke of determination, hard work and self-motivation as the ways in 
which they were able to cope with academic problems. One student had gone for 
counselling after encountering emotional abuse and another said that he never managed to 
overcome the difficulties he experienced.  
 
We asked respondents which two reasons they thought were most important in explaining 
why some academically sound students dropped out before completing their studies. 
Respondents were asked to answer the question in terms of a specified list of possible 
reasons. The most common reason was financial, specified by two-thirds of respondents. 
Next most common was family background, for which we gave the example of family 
problems. Other common problems were health, psychological and academic. None of the 
respondents felt that behavioural factors, for which we gave examples of alcoholism or 
drug abuse, or violence had played a significant role. 
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Table 30. Graduate respondents by factors viewed as contributing to dropping out 
Factors Number 
Financial 34 
Family background 24 
Health of self or family  15 
Psychological 13 
Academic  10 
Social 4 
Pregnancy 3 
Behavioural - 
 Violence - 
 
Respondents were also asked if they had any other comments. The most common response, 
from eight students, was a simple thank you to NSFAS. There was also a range of 
suggestions as to how awards should be supplemented. For example, respondents suggested 
bigger book allowances, inclusion of residence fees in the loan and that assistance should 
cover all expenses including tuition, residence and books. Several respondents felt that 
NSFAS should advertise itself in high schools to encourage students to perform well in 
matric. One graduate noted that some students fail in matric because they lack motivation  
based on the perception that even if they do well they will not have the means to pursue 
further education.  
 
A few respondents called for a reduction of the interest rates. One felt that NSFAS 
should only start calculating interest once students find jobs. The issue of unemployment 
was raised by several respondents who suggested that the government and NSFAS should 
work together to improve job creation to enable NSFAS awardees repay back their loans. 
One student said that the high unemployment rate discouraged students from completing 
their studies and that students who found jobs while studying were tempted to drop out. 
 
4.2 Questionnaire survey of dropouts 
 
4.2.1 Description of the sample 
Questionnaires were sent to 224 of the 249 names appearing on the NSFAS dropout 
database. The remaining 25 names were eliminated from the mailing list as they were 
either repetitions or the student had passed less than 50% of their courses. 52 completed 
questionnaires were returned. We received letters, email, phone calls and faxes from six 
other students who felt that the questionnaire did not apply to them since they were 
either still studying, had graduated or were doing postgraduate studies.  
 
Of the 52 who responded, eight had graduated – six at their original institution, and two 
after having changed institution. One respondent was still studying at the original 
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institution, and another had changed institution, but continued with the same course and no 
apparent break. We excluded these ten respondents from the analysis as we did not see 
how they could be classified as dropouts. 
 
Of the remaining respondents,  four who were looking for in-service training, eight  were 
still studying but had changed institution or course seemingly with a break before the 
change, and one  was at the same institution but had had a break in studies for pregnancy.  
 
4.2.2 Respondent profile 
Of the 42 responses that we analysed, 34 were from men and only eight from women. On 
investigating this apparent bias, we found that the original database supplied by NSFAS 
contained only 79 women as against 170 men. However, even after taking this original 
imbalance into account, our response rate for women is lower than for men. 
 
Only four of the respondents were non-African – a coloured woman, and one coloured, one 
Indian and one white man. Respondents’ ages ranged from 20 to 32 years. Only eight of the 
respondents – all men - were aged 26 years or older. 
 
All respondents were single. However, two women and three men had a child. One of the 
women had had the child living with her in her last year of undergraduate study, and one 
man and one woman had the child living with their parents or family. The children of the 
remaining two men were with the children’s mothers. 
 
Eleven of the respondents came from families in KwaZulu-Natal, eight from the Eastern 
Cape, seven from Limpopo and four or fewer from each of the other provinces and none 
from the Northern Cape. Over half (21 of the 42) said their parents or family were living in 
a rural area when they were in their last year of study. A further 14 were living in a small 
town, and only seven were reported to be living in cities.  
 
We asked respondents what the main work situation of their mother and father had been 
at the time they were studying. The responses are recorded in Table 31. Homemakers 
accounted for the largest grouping of mothers (14), with a further 13 doing paid work of 
some sort. Four mothers were unemployed and looking for work. Among the fathers, 15 
were doing paid work, five were unemployed and looking for work, and eight were deceased. 
At least eight respondents did not know the situation of their fathers. 
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Table 31. Dropout respondents by parents’ work situation 
Work situation Mother Father 
Full-time employee 8 11 
Part-time/casual employee 3 2 
Self-employed 2 2 
Unemployed, looking for work 4 5 
Not employed, looking after kids/home 14 2 
Not employed, other 3 - 
Deceased 2 8 
Other - 1 
Don’t know - 8 
Total 36 39 
 
At the time of the survey, about two-fifths (17) of the respondents said they were 
themselves unemployed and looking for work. Six were employed full-time, four employed 
part-time, four doing casual work, and two (one man and one woman) unemployed and looking 
after the home or children. As noted previously, some were still, or again, studying. 
 
Eight said that they had started working within three months of leaving university or 
technikon, two started between three and six months after finishing, and two started 
between six months and a year after finishing. Eighteen said that they had never got a job. 
 
Eighteen respondents said that they had at least one sibling who had studied or was 
studying at a tertiary institution. Six students – all African - said that they were 
supporting at least one member of their family financially while studying. 
 
4.2.3 Situation while studying 
Thirteen of the respondents had studied at HATs, 12 at HDUs and 11 at HAUs. Only six – 
two of whom were women – studied at HDTs. Nineteen respondents had studied sciences, 
15 business, seven  arts, and only one  education. Women were especially under-
represented in the sciences (only two women). 
 
Over half (24) of the respondents said they had gone on to tertiary studies immediately 
after completing matric. Of those who had not, two said they had worked in the interim, 
and a further ten had been looking for work. The remaining six did not indicate what they 
had done in the interim years. 
 
Thirty respondents said that they did all their undergraduate studies at one institution, 
while ten had studied at more than one institution. Of those who had changed institution, 
four had been at HDUs, and two at each of the other institution types. Those at HDUs 
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were thus slightly more likely than others to change institution. This pattern corresponds 
with the pattern revealed by our analysis of moving students. 
 
The majority (22) of the respondents had received funding from NSFAS for two or three 
years. Eight had received funding for a shorter period.  
 
Table 32 indicates the extent to which NSFAS funds covered each of specified types of 
expenses. As expected, most respondents reported that NSFAS covered at least part of 
their tuition and very few said that NSFAS contributed to living expenses. Nine 
respondents reported that NSFAS funds also assisted with other expenses such as meals, 
registration fee, and transport. 
 
Table 32. Dropout respondents by coverage of expenses 
Expense Fully Partly Not at all 
Tuition 27 12 3 
Residence 8 12 22 
Living expenses - 6 36 
Books/study materials 8 9 25 
 
4.2.4 Other sources of funding 
Sixteen respondents said they had worked for pay at some time in the course of their 
studies. Those who worked were more or less evenly distributed across the different 
institution types. There were also more or less equal numbers of respondents who worked 
only during vacation, only during term-time, and during both vacation and term-time. Three 
of these respondents earned below R300 per month and one earned over R1 500 per month. 
Most said they worked for between R301 and R500 per month. 
 
We asked respondents what other sources of funds they used to cover fees and other 
study-related expenses while studying. We asked, for each source, whether it was used 
throughout their studies, part of the time, or never. The responses are recorded in Table 
33. (For this table, we assumed that non-response for a particular item meant that it had 
never contributed.) 
 
'Family' emerged as the main alternative source of funds. The next most common source 
was 'own work', although this was usually available for only part of the time. The other 
common sources were friends and other bursaries and scholarships. 
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Table 33. Dropout respondents by other sources of funding 
Source Throughout Part of time Never 
Other bursaries/scholarship 1 8 33 
Family 19 15 8 
Financial institutions 1 1 40 
Friends 3 6 33 
Moneylender 1 5 36 
Own work 2 12 28 
Savings 1 5 36 
 
Four respondents said that the 'other' source of funding that contributed  funds 
througout their  studies was NSFAS, two cited TEFSA, and a further two reported that 
they had received university loans for part of the time. Two women responded that their 
boyfriends had contributed part of the time. Both of these students  had children.  
 
When asked which of the above sources contributed the most, 14 respondents said 
NSFAS, although this was not offered as an option. Some respondents also specified more 
than one source. Overall, twenty specified family as as having contributed the most, nine 
specified other bursaries and scholarships, and only one or two specified each of the other 
sources. Other respondents cited prostitution and theft as important sources of income 
for students. 
 
4.2.5 Reasons for dropping out 
We asked respondents whether a range of specific factors had contributed a lot, a little, 
or not at all to their leaving the university or technikon before graduating. Table 34 
records the responses. The responses usually do not sum to the full sample of 42. This can, 
at least partly, be explained by the fact that some respondents did not regard themselves 
as dropouts. 
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Table 34. Dropout respondents by factors contributing to dropping out 
Factor A lot A little Not factor 
Own poor health  1 1 36 
Pregnancy (own or partner's) - 3 35 
Disability 1 - 37 
Lost interest in diploma/degree 1 5 32 
Wanted independence - 5 32 
Marriage - - 42 
Poor health of family member 1 2 35 
Death of family member 3 2 33 
Pressure from spouse, parent, guardian 7 6 25 
Needed to support family 5 7 26 
Poor quality of education - 4 34 
Poor educational facilities 3 5 31 
No job prospects after degree/diploma 2 7 29 
Could not cope with academic pressure - 4 34 
Lack of academic support 5 10 22 
Expulsion 4 2 31 
Lack of money for books & materials 18 9 11 
Lack of money for residence 16 8 15 
Lack of money for transport or food 20 4 15 
Lack of money for tuition fees 15 9 15 
Violence (sexual or other) 3 1 34 
Gangs 1 1 36 
Peer pressure - 1 37 
Sexual harassment - - 38 
Drug-related problems - - 38 
Alcohol-related problems - - 38 
Unable to cope with pressure/stress 3 4 31 
 
The financial factors – lack of money for transport, residence, materials and fees – emerge 
clearly as the most common contributory factors to dropping out. However, significant 
numbers report pressure from family, the need to support their family, and lack of 
academic support. The perception that there will be a lack of job prospects after 
completing was also a contributory factor for many respondents. 
 
Of those who were not studying at the time they completed the questionnaire, all but two 
planned to study at university or technikon again within the next five years. When asked 
the reason why they were not continuing at the current time, the most common response 
(from 29 respondents) was lack of money. We can also assume that some of the 19 who said 
they were looking for work also had financial concerns about studying. 
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Table 35. Dropout respondents by reason for not studying at present 
Reason Yes No No response 
Lack of money 29 5 3 
Looking for work 19 14 3 
Do not have time 6 27 3 
Poor health/disability 1 31 3 
Family/marriage/children 2 30 3 
 
In terms of other reasons, respondents noted lack of academic support, being overseas, 
and searching for in-service training. 
 
4.3 Comparison of graduates and dropouts 
This sub-section compares the results of the two surveys. It reveals that, for a range of 
indicators, the financial situation of graduates appears to have been better than that of 
dropouts. It also confirms a number of other patterns suggested by the analysis of the full 
NSFAS database described in Section 3. The comparison must nevertheless be treated 
with caution as it is based on very small samples, and small biases in the sample will result 
in what appear to be significant differences. 
 
4.3.1 Profile of respondents 
The response rate from non-Africans for the graduate questionnaire was higher (29%) 
than for the dropout survey (10%). This corresponds with results from analysis of the 
NSFAS database, which suggests that the dropout rate is higher for African and coloured 
students than for Indian and white.  
 
There was greater representation of women among graduates (41%) than dropouts (19%)..  
This also corresponds with results from the NSFAS database, which suggest that more 
men than women drop out. 
 
There were no observable differences between the two surveys in respect of age. None of 
the respondents were married, but more graduate men (6) than dropout men (3) had 
children during their studies.  
 
4.3.2 Family background 
The dropouts were more likely than graduates to be from rural areas. About half (50%) 
said that their family lived in a rural area in their last year of study compared to 37% of 
graduates. 
 
All respondents knew about their mother’s work situation, and almost the same number in 
both said they did not know about their father. Overall, a higher percentage of graduates’ 
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mothers (46%) had some form of employment (full-time, part-time or casual) compared to 
dropout mothers (40%). Overall, it seems that the family financial situation for graduates 
was better than that for dropouts.  
 
The pattern for fathers was slightly in the other direction with 26% of dropouts’ fathers 
in employment compared to 21% of graduates' fathers.  
 
A slightly higher percentage of dropouts (40%) than graduates (35%) had at least one 
sibling studying at tertiary institution. Also, dropouts at (14%) were slightly more likely to 
be supporting other family members financially while studying than were graduates (10%). 
However, given the small size of the sample,  these differences are small and unreliable.  
 
4.3.3 Situation while studying 
Half the graduates (50%) were from HDIs compared to about two fifths (43%) of the 
dropouts. Dropping out thus seems more common for HAIs. Further, a lower proportion of 
dropouts (55%) studied at universities compared to graduates (71%). This suggests that 
students at technikons are more likely to drop out than those at varsities. Close to half of 
the dropouts studied sciences (45%) compared to about one third (30%) of graduates. This 
concurs with our statistical analysis of NSFAS database which showed that the dropout 
rate is highest among science students.  
 
There was no observable difference between dropouts and graduates as to how soon they 
had continued with tertiary education after completing matric. However, three fifths 
(60%) of graduates had worked at some point in their studies while only about two fifths 
(38%) of non-completers had done so. It thus appears that funded students who work while 
studying are more likely to complete their studies. 
 
4.3.4 Access to NSFAS and other sources of funding 
There were no major differences between the two groups in what their awards covered 
Although, a slightly larger proportion of graduates (54%) than dropouts (48%) received full 
or partial funding for residence. 
 
Generally, graduates had more access to other funding compared to dropouts. For both 
groups, family contributions were mentioned by about four-fifths of respondents.  
Graduates (42%) were twice as likely as dropouts (21%) to receive other bursaries or 
scholarships. They were three times as likely (15% and 5% respectively) to get loans from 
financial institutions. Close to four fifths (79%) of graduates had savings. while just over 
one tenth (14%) of dropouts mentioned this source. On the other hand, dropouts (8%) were 
more likely than graduates to mention moneylenders (14%) as a supplementary source of 
income. 
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4.3.5 Reasons for dropout 
The questions on reasons for dropout were different for the two questionnaires. In the 
case of  dropouts we asked about their own experience, whereas for graduates we  asked 
them to speculate about the reasons for other students. 
 
In both surveys, respondents stressed financial constraints as the main reason for 
students with good academic records dropping out. Family problems were also commonly 
mentioned in both. Among graduates, health of self or family member was considered a 
significant factor but this was hardly mentioned by dropouts.  
 
5 Focus groups with dropouts and current students 
Section 5.1 discusses the focus groups which we organised in Cape Town and Johannesburg 
with people recorded on the NSFAS database as dropouts. Section 5.2 discusses the focus 
groups with second- and third-year NSFAS awardees who were current students at four of 
our case study institutions. 
 
5.1 Focus groups with (alleged) dropouts 
 
5.1.1 Introduction 
CASE conducted four focus group sessions with people recorded on the NSFAS database 
as dropouts with good academic records. Participants were recruited from lists supplied by 
NSFAS. Originally, we asked that the Fund provide us with fifty names each for male and 
female students in both the Cape Town and Johannesburg areas. On starting to contact 
potential participants, we soon encountered problems with the lists. We therefore 
requested a further fifty names for each of the categories. After contacting all possible 
participants on the expanded lists, we proceeded with the focus groups, even though some 
had very few participants and all included some people who had graduated. (In some cases, 
we only discovered that the person had graduated during the introductions.) Each 
participant received R50 for their participation, as well as money to cover their travel 
costs. 
 
5.1.2 Why it was difficult to find participants 
Table 36 gives the different reasons why we could not get hold of people or they could not 
attend for each of the four lists,. (CTF is Cape Town female, CTM Cape Town male, JBF is 
Johannesburg female and JBM is Johannesburg male).  
 
A large number of people in each of the groupings could not be contacted because of 
problems making telephonic contact – disconnected phones, no phone number supplied, 
phones never answered despite calls at different times of the day, or messages not 
returned. A smaller, but still significant number, appeared to be inappropriately recorded 
on the database as dropouts. These included some who were still studying, some doing in-
 41 
service training, and some who had graduated. Many were shocked to hear that they were 
recorded on the NSFAS database as non-completers. In Cape Town, because the 021 
prefix which was used by NSFAS to select names covers a large area, there were also many 
people who lived 50 or more km from the city, and we did not think it would be worthwhile 
contacting them. Relatively few of those we managed to contact said they were unable or 
unwilling to attend. 
 
Table 36. Results of attempted contact with supposed dropouts 
Category CTF CTM JBF JBM 
Will attend focus group 3 7 13 3 
Will attend if job interview allows 1 -  3 
No phone number supplied 9 9 13 23 
Faulty number (too many/few digits) 3 3 12 3 
Continuous non-answered phone 15 14 12 9 
No response to message 5 6 10 - 
Disconnected phone 13 6 12 27 
Completed studies, changed course 2 -  6 
Completed studies, no interruption 6 2  - 
Still studying, no interruptions 5 1 4 - 
Still studying, changed institution 3 1  3 
Doing postgraduate degree 2 -  - 
Doing in-service training - 4  4 
Resident 50 km plus from city 19 24  2 
Overseas 2 3  - 
Person unknown 3 1 13 7 
Known but not easily accessible 5 3  2 
Person moved 2 4 2 5 
Unable/unwilling (sick, work, other) 1 4 7 - 
Deceased - 1 - 1 
Did not contact - 6  1 
Total 99 99 99 99 
 
The time spent trying to contact ex-students was not completely wasted. Some of the 
stories we heard from those who could not attend, or their parents, were in themselves 
revealing of patterns in respect of dropouts. The following examples are illustrative: 
 A Cape Town mother said her daughter had initially dropped out of her studies at Cape 
Technikon due to illness. The daughter subsequently worked overseas for a while, came 
back to complete her studies, and was now again overseas to earn money to pay off her 
debts. 
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 A Cape Town woman had started studying law at Stellenbosch. After failing her main 
subject, she switched to the University of Western Cape (UWC), which was both closer 
to home and cheaper. At the time we contacted with her, she was still studying. 
 A Cape Town mother said her son changed from UCT to UWC because they could not 
give him adequate financial assistance for the more expensive institution. His parents 
wanted him to return to UCT, because they felt he would subsequently find a job . 
 A Cape Town mother said her son dropped out of studying hospitality when he ‘ran out 
of money’. The son was now working overseas and his mother doubted he would return 
to complete his studies. ‘[A]t his age boys like to have money in their pockets’, she said. 
 Another Cape Town mother said her son, too, was working overseas to earn money so 
that he could return to studying engineering at UCT. The son was reportedly on the 
Dean’s List, but dropped out when he did not obtain funding. The mother said she 
thought that, because the lived in Pinelands, UCT might have thought they could cover 
the costs themselves. 
 The mother of a Johannesburg woman said her daughter dropped out of Wits 
Technikon because they could not afford the fees. The mother said both the daughter 
and her two graduate sons were sitting at home without jobs. 
 A Johannesburg woman said she was still studying, but had changed to part-time rather 
than full-time because she had found a job with ABSA. 
 
In the case of one of our male participants, it was clear how the mistakes with regard to 
his status could have happened. This UNISA student first registered in 1990, did not 
study between 1991 and 1993 because of financial difficulties, re-registered and obtained 
TEFSA assistance for 1994 through 1997, and did not study the next two years because he 
missed the registration date. The student finally re-registered in 2000 and graduated at 
the end of 2002. However some participants had studied without interruption and we could 
not understand how the mis-recording on the NSFAS database came about. 
 
Because a significant number of the participants were not themselves dropouts, we asked 
them to talk about the situation of other students who they knew had dropped out. 
 
5.1.3 Participant profile 
There were six participants in the Cape Town male group. Two were in the middle of their 
in-service training. One of the participants had graduated, but had interrupted his studies 
for a year for financial reasons. One had recently returned to the university after several 
years of not studying because of financial problems. The fifth participant had been 
excluded on academic grounds. The final participant was a genuine dropout with good 
academic performance. 
 
The Cape Town female group had only two participants, both of whom turned out to be 
technikon graduates. One had interrupted her studies for a period by extending in-service 
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training in the hope of getting a permanent job. She was now back at the technikon doing a 
BTech. 
 
The Johannesburg female group had seven participants. Four of the participants were 
dropouts, two were graduates, and the seventh had finished her course in June but had not 
yet graduated. 
 
Of the three participants in the male Johannesburg group, one was the UNISA graduate 
described above. The second had graduated in 1999, with no interruptions. The third had 
dropped out because of family problems. 
 
Across the four groups, all but one of the participants – a coloured man in Cape Town – 
were African. Participants had attended UWC, Cape Technkon, Stellenbosch Universtiy, 
Peninsula Technikon, UNISA, Mangosuthu Technikon, Wits Technikon, Technikon SA, 
Technikon Pretoria, Wits University, and Natal Technikon. 
 
5.1.4 Living arrangements 
Most of the focus group participants studied in the area where they lived, so had a ‘choice’ 
of residence and home. The exceptions were two Johannesburg participants who had 
studied at institutions in KwaZulu-Natal. Of these, the male participant had stayed with his 
brother, while the female had lived in rented accommodation. There were also two 
Johannesburg participants who had studied at correspondence institutions and thus did not 
have a choice of residence. 
 
In each group we discussed the relative advantages and disadvantages of living in residence 
or at home. Overall, if finances were available, the majority would have preferred to stay 
in residence. However, often finances were not available. One Johannesburg man would 
have been able to get the money for residence, but felt that the strain of finding money 
for food was too much for his parents: ‘I had opted to stay with them… because my mother 
isn't working, so it was going to be too much money.’ Another participant agreed: ‘It’s much 
more demanding if your parents have to 'pop-out' grocery money for you and they also have 
to support themselves.’ A Cape Town man who had stayed in a self-catering residence 
reported that ‘the money for food was a struggle.’ 
 
Transport expenses were a problem for many of those who stayed at home. Some reported 
not going to campus on particular days because of lack of funds. One of the women said she 
managed because she did not have lectures every day, so could save on the days she stayed 
at home. This option was not viable for those with an ‘intense’ programme where ‘you don’t 
even have a break from Monday to Friday so you have no choice but to live very close.’ 
Transport costs were also a problem for a student doing a correspondence course, as 
NSFAS covered the cost of the weekend classes, but not the cost of transport to get 
there. 
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In addition to cost, participants who lived at home spoke about the difficulties of using the 
library, computer and other facilities available on campus because of transport constraints 
– ‘the computer lab is open 24 hours. But the bus leaves at five o’clock.’ 
 
A Johannesburg man said that students ‘feel much more independent’ when they are in 
residence. He elaborated by saying that when in residence students could focus better – 
‘There's no disturbances compared to when you're … staying at home with your parents.’ 
Two other members of the group disagreed, saying that they had their own rooms at home, 
so had the privacy to study without distractions. A fourth member of the same group, who 
stayed at home, said that he had to wait for other members of the household to sleep 
because he studied in the room where they watched TV.  
 
For the women in particular, staying at home or with relatives brought with it family, 
housework and child care responsibilities. As one woman explained: ‘When you come from 
school, they expect you to cook, help out with chores and when you want to study, they tell 
you the electricity is very expensive, you have to switch off the lights.’ 
 
One participant suggested that the distractions for those who stayed at home in the 
townships extended beyond the immediate household. He said it was ‘very difficult because 
there is a lot happening around. So you don’t know if tomorrow you can go to school. At the 
residence, it is safe.’ 
 
On the other hand, another participant suggested that residence had its own distractions: 
‘There are always gigs and everything, so if you are easily tempted you can end up not 
studying.’ Finally, there were suggestions that, wherever one stayed, commitment was 
necessary if one was to be a diligent student.  
 
5.1.5 Why students drop out 
We asked participants why they had dropped out (if they had) as well as why other 
students who had been performing satisfactorily academically had dropped out. 
Participants found difficulty in focusing on those whose academic performance was fine, 
and spoke generally about reasons for dropout. The most common reasons given were 
performance, or lack of application to studies. When we tried to focus the discussion on 
the academic performers, one of the Cape Town men said explicitly that he did not know 
any dropouts ‘except for financial reasons and being lazy.’ 
 
Other participants also gave examples of friends and peers who had dropped out for 
financial reasons. For example, one spoke of a friend who dropped out for financial reasons 
and subsequently found a job in the army which was sufficiently well-paid that he would not 
return to studying. A woman student who dropped out after failing was reported to have 
got an ‘ordinary job’ at Pick ‘n Pay, which she accepted because she was ‘desperate’. It was 
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not clear whether this woman would return to study if she had the finances. A male 
participant spoke of an older, married student who had dropped out to ‘sort out his child’ 
after the child was arrested for housebreaking. Another knew of a student who smoked 
marijuana, missed classes, and eventually dropped out. One referred to a student who 
became depressed after becoming divorced from his wife. In many of these examples, it 
seems that the students concerned were also not performing well academically. 
 
The explanation of one of the Johannesburg men as to why he dropped out illustrates how 
personal, psychological and financial factors can interact: 
I had a difficult period in 2000 … I was not in the right frame of mind to go 
back to studying… and even now I think it was a wise choice, because maybe I 
would have failed… because if your mind is not focused on something then you 
won't pass… If there's other distractions like family distractions… like me, I'm 
staying with my grandmother and my grandfather, and then my mother and 
brother and my sister. So it was too much for my parents to give me an 
allowance for transport, and any other expenses I incurred. So what I thought 
it would be wiser for me to give a chance to my brother and sister to continue 
studying. 
 
In several groups the issue of pregnancy came up. In the Johannesburg female group, two 
of the participants had themselves taken time off on account of pregnancy and childbirth. 
They noted that pregnancy was previously ‘the biggest problem. Before girls did not want 
people to know that they are pregnant so when they found out they were pregnant they 
just dropped out but people are more open about it nowadays. ‘ 
 
The problems are not, however, completely over. In the discussion of support groups, 
participants suggested a special group for those who fell pregnant and did not have the 
support of the father of the baby: 
…you need that extra support so at least if one knows other pregnant ladies you 
can try to be creative and also focus on your studies. 
 
In the Cape Town female group, participants described other students who had left on 
account of falling pregnant. In both cases, the parents were angry and the student left the 
institution. However, when the women concerned subsequently obtained TEFSA funding, 
the parents ‘started to be happy’ and the students were able to return to the institution. 
In the first case, the parents were looking after the child, while in the second the baby 
was with an older sister in the Eastern Cape. 
 
We heard that some students are so desperate for a job, and so aware of job market 
difficulties, that they see the in-service training as the avenue to a possible permanent 
job. There were two stories of students who had been prepared to forego finishing their 
studies if the company would keep them on. In both these cases, the students were unlucky 
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and the companies concerned ‘fell down’. There are, no doubt, some other cases where 
students do find permanent jobs and dropout. 
 
5.1.6 Adapting to tertiary study 
In all groups participants spoke about their own struggle and that of their peers to adjust 
to studying at a tertiary institution. They gave this as a reason for poor performance, lack 
of commitment and a higher dropout rate among first years. 
 
Many spoke about the difficulties in copying academically given poor preparation at 
township schools. One of the Johannesburg women described the problem as follows: 
I’m sorry to say this, but you don’t pass matric from a township school and go 
and do a course at Wits and think that it will be as easy as for someone who 
comes from a private school…. You can try hard to cope but your background 
matters. You might come from somewhere where you didn’t even have teachers, 
yet you are expected to compete with students who had better facilities. 
The same woman reported that ‘all the black girls’ in her class had failed, and either 
dropped out completely, changed their course, or changed to correspondence courses. 
 
More generally, participants spoke about the need for self-motivation and independent 
study. They felt that, when students are ‘fresh’ from school, the ‘gap' is too great. ‘The 
pressure there, the challenges, the fact that you no longer have a teacher maybe who looks 
at you. You must do your homework and stuff like that. You are more on your own.’  
One participant reported that it was only when at the technikon that he had learnt to use a 
library. Others spoke of basic skills such as writing and using a computer. They noted that 
many township pupils ‘have never seen a computer because only the principal has got a 
computer and you don’t go to his office.’ 
 
Participants said that the lack of career guidance in township schools added to the chances 
that young people would choose the wrong course, be demotivated, and fail. They said that 
often pupils would not know whether a particular course of study should be done at 
university or technikon. Further, high school pupils often simply were not aware of non-
traditional career choices. They ‘know the basic careers, but not biochemistry, not the 
excluded subjects.’ Even when they knew of the possibilities, pupils had limited experience, 
especially in the sciences, because of the lack of laboratory equipment at township schools.  
 
Because of these difficulties, most groups suggested that students should not be judged 
on their performance in the first year. One of the woman said that she had herself failed 
first year, but ‘I told myself that I am going to try and make it the following year. I had to 
study in order to pass.’ 
 
In the female Johannesburg group, at first the participants were virtually unanimous that 
they had chosen their courses themselves. Later, however, they said that their parents 
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‘are mostly the ones who make these decisions for us. For example, your parent wants you 
to become a doctor. If you are not going to be a doctor then you are not going to get the 
money to do something else.’ 
 
On the other hand, it was clear from the discussion that some of the participants had very 
clear ideas about where they wanted to go and why, but were not always able to follow that 
path. For example, one of the Cape Town women said that she studied teaching for a year, 
although it was not her first choice as she wanted to study mechanical engineering. One of 
the motivating factors for choosing the latter was her perception that ‘companies are 
looking for women engineers and don’t find them.’ After one year’s study, she re-applied 
and was accepted for mechanical engineering. At the time of the focus group discussion, 
she had graduated but not yet had a job offer which satisfied her. 
 
5.1.7 In-service training 
One of the reasons for the mis-recording of status on the NSFAS database could be the 
in-service training that is a requirement for most technikon courses. In some cases it 
seems that students who are doing in-service training are recorded as not registered, and 
thus ‘exit’-ed, by the technikon.  According to Pentech’s FAB, this should not happen 
except in the few cases where in-service training is for twelve months. However, we found 
cases where it seems to have happened for shorter training. 
 
In addition, it seems that many students are not able to find in-service training 
opportunities, and thus become dropouts, at least temporarily. We had several examples of 
this among our participants, and participants gave further examples among their peers. A 
Johannesburg woman said that the technikon had given them a list of names of companies 
and they were required to find positions for themselves. She said the companies told them 
they ‘no longer want students… Even if you are willing to volunteer they are not willing to 
take you.’ 
 
One of the Cape Town woman said that her sister had a balance of R2 800 outstanding 
from 1999 for her course on building construction. As a result, the technikon would not 
hand over her results, so she was not even able to look for an in-service opportunity. The 
participant said that her sister had decided to switch to information technology because 
construction was ‘not interested in blacks … because there are [already] a lot of blacks.’ 
 
All technikons have a Co-operative department which liaises with business and deals with 
in-service training. In some institutions, this department finds places for most students, or 
might even find an opportunity inside the institution if there is not one outside. But, as one 
participant explained, ‘there is no guarantee. Some students don’t get it.’ This situation was 
confirmed by interviews with Co-operative staff at Pentech and Cape Tech, who said that 
the number of staff in the Co-operative department varied from institution to institution. 
Further, the approach taken can differ from department to department within an 
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institution. Both institutions agreed that students of public management were very 
numerous and the most difficult to place. 
 
A Johannesburg woman felt that in-service opportunities were allocated in a racist way. 
She explained the situation as follows: 
We had a list of organisations to consult for experiential training, but by the 
time it came to us, other people had already occupied some positions and most 
of them were white and our lecturer was also white. It’s like whites were called 
separately before us and they chose what they wanted and were placed. After 
that the remaining places were given to us and we had to contact those 
companies ourselves. Also, the ones given to us were the smaller companies… 
Their excuse was that they were only taking top ten students and all the top ten 
students were white. 
 
5.1.8 Expenses not covered fully by NSFAS 
In some of the groups, participants referred to problems in covering the costs of books 
and materials. From the discussion and our other research, it seems that different 
institutions have different approaches as to whether NSFAS money is given for this 
purpose. Where books and photostats were not covered, students often struggled to find 
money to cover the costs. Where NSFAS money was provided through credits with the 
institution’s bookshop, students complained about the low price they got when re-selling, 
and said that they could have done better through private sales. Finally, in the Cape Town 
male group, participants noted that the delay in awarding NSFAS money meant that 
students could not buy their textbooks early in the semester when they were needed.  
 
NSFAS awards generally do not cover registration fees. As one participant explained, 
‘before registration you must produce a receipt that you paid for the registration, then 
only can TEFSA give you a form which entitles them to pay for your subjects.’ Similarly, a 
student who planned to do post-graduate studies in marine biology said that his lecturers 
had told him he had a good chance of obtaining financial assistance, but must register 
before he could apply. 
 
The extent to which this presents a problem depends to some extent on the size of the 
registration fee, which seems to vary widely. On the one hand, we were told that Technikon 
South Africa requires 80% of the full fee on registration. At other institutions it can be 
as low as R500. Even this amount was a problem for one of our participants in her second 
year, as she lived with her mother who was not working. A Johannesburg participant noted 
that the requirement became a Catch-22 situation, as some students registered late 
because they did not have the necessary money, and then had to pay extra for late 
registration. 
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Participants in the male Johannesburg group felt that parents usually gave registration 
money to their children, but that the children sometimes used the money ‘for their own 
special private things.’ One participant felt strongly that there was sufficient time to raise 
the money as students were told in advance what was required. 
 
5.1.9 Other sources of funding 
Virtually all participants had been assisted financially by their immediate family. Parents 
were the most common source of support, but grandparents and siblings were also 
mentioned repeatedly. In terms of parents, mothers were mentioned more often than 
fathers. This probably reflects the social setup in South Africa, where many children do 
not live with their fathers. However, one group was explicit in noting that ‘our mothers are 
very supportive but fathers are irresponsible.’ 
 
The same group felt that extended family was usually unwilling to help: 
It is very rare that your extended family like your uncles and aunts are 
seriously concerned about making sure that you finish your studies… Even when 
they have money they will not help. 
 
One of the participants said she had been living with extended family, but had to move: 
I could see that they could help me if they wanted to but they did not. I was 
playing the role of a domestic worker and at the end I was getting nothing from 
them. 
 
The aunt of one of the Cape Town men had made a bank loan on his mother’s behalf, 
presumably because his mother did not herself qualify for a loan. At the time of the focus 
group, the participant was paying off the bank loan with his earnings from in-service 
training as they had to pay it all off within the year. He noted that he did not know where 
money would come from for the next year. 
 
Assistance from close family is also dependant on the circumstances of family members. 
One participant had previously relied on his sister for fees, but the sister now had her own 
family and he was therefore reliant on his mother’s disability grant. Another had obtained 
support from his grandmother who worked at the hospital, but had since retired. At the 
time of the focus group he was living with his brother.  There were also a few instances 
where respondents had received support outside of the family. For example, one Cape Town 
man said that he had received support from a friend of the family. 
 
In most groups, at least some of the participants had applied for other sources for 
funding. Overall, it seemed that these opportunities were few and far between. Most 
students knew of big companies which provided bursaries, but noted that they focused on 
the top performers, and usually already had ‘their own students.’ One participant said that 
the bank was only prepared to help if a student had some sort of policy with them. Others 
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said that companies and other donors made promises, and got students to send forms, 
photos and applications, but the companies often did not respond, or simply could not meet 
the enormous demand. 
 
In most groups there were some participants who had worked at some point in their studies 
to earn money. A Cape Town man described how students asked lecturers to find them 
private jobs at their home: ‘It … could be garden clearing.’ A Johannesburg man spoke 
about how, over weekends, ‘I'd do like someone's garden, or wash someone's car, just to 
get some pocket money, just to have something when I'm on campus.’ A Cape Town man said 
that lecturers had, in crisis situations and individual cases, found work for students in the 
city. 
 
For the most part, the work seems to have been part-time or on a casual basis and would 
not have contributed much. For some, working was essential for survival. For example, one 
of the women said that she worked every weekend at Sales House because both her 
parents were unemployed. 
 
5.1.10 Non-financial sacrifices 
We asked participants what sacrifices they had to make while studying. Most of the 
responses, from both women and men, focused on time: ‘I just used to spend my time on 
books because, if I were to fail, TEFSA would not continue funding my studies.’ 
Participants said that they sacrificed, in particular, time they would otherwise have spent 
on their social life. For example, one said he sacrificed his ‘spare time with my girlfriend, 
at home with friends.’ One said simply: ‘When studying, we had to forget parties.’ 
 
5.1.11 Non-financial support 
We asked participants how institutions could support students who were having 
difficulties. One of the Johannesburg men felt that the institutions were already doing all 
they could and that ‘all the structures were there.’ In his opinion, the students 
‘undermined’ the structures by under-utilising them. He felt that some student ‘just go to 
campus, maybe just to attend the classes, as soon as they are done they want to rush back, 
maybe straight to home’ so that they can socialise with friends. 
 
Other students expressed their appreciation for induction programmes which had  
familiarised them with the campus and  how things worked. A technikon student spoke 
about how seminar sessions had helped him prepare for exams. 
 
Nevertheless, some participants felt that the institutions could do more to assist with 
particular difficulties. Many of the participants were in favour of support groups, where 
students could get together with peers experiencing similar problems. In the Johannesburg 
women’s discussion, participants seemed to be asking, in particular, for occasions to meet 
with other black students. A Wits University student noted that they did not want to be 
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treated ‘differently’, but sometimes ‘you can refuse to confide in someone because you feel 
that you do not come from the same background and they really will not understand your 
problems.’ The same student noted that it could take up to two months to get an 
appointment with a university psychologist, and that even then you might only get to see a 
peer counsellor. 
 
Both participants who had studied through correspondence said that they would have 
found it easier if there had been more contact sessions. 
 
5.1.12 Complaints and suggestions for NSFAS and FABs 
As expected, there were some complaints about how the NSFAS system worked. 
Participants questioned why interest was calculated while they were studying. More 
specifically, some questioned why interest was charged from the beginning of the year 
when the award payment was made much later. Some participants complained about late 
notification of awards, which left them worrying. Others complained about different 
practices and treatment of similar cases by different institutions. 
 
Overall, however, participants were grateful for the help that NSFAS had given them even 
if they still faced difficulties in using their qualifications. As one of the Cape Town woman 
explained: 
We call TEFSA ‘uncle’ because it helps us. Because most of us, we could not 
make it [without it]… Maybe you do all three years and do not get a job and stay 
at home. But now at least you have something to get a job. 
 
5.1.13 Plans 
Very few of the participants were working. The table at the beginning of this section 
reveals that this was probably not because of a biased sample, but rather reflects the 
general situation of (supposed) dropouts. Where participants were working, they were 
often in insecure and low-paid jobs. For example, one was a casual worker, another a 
catering assistant, while a third was a child care assistant.  A Cape Town man was earning 
money through playing gigs.  Even those who had graduated generally struggled to find jobs 
suited to their qualification as the demand for qualified people did not match the supply. A 
librarian graduate noted that ‘sometimes there is a position, but there is one position and 
the people who apply are many.’ 
 
Despite the difficulties experienced in getting this far, many of the participants hoped to 
study further. Almost all those who had not completed, still had hopes of returning to 
their studies. Those who had graduated often wanted to study further. Some of those who 
were looking for work, saw this as a way of earning money to return to their studies later. 
At least two hoped to return to a new course of study as they felt their first choice had 
not been correct for them. 
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5.2 Focus groups with current students 
We asked the FABs at four of our case study institutions to organise for ten students to 
attend a focus group session. The chosen institutions were Border Technikon, Pretoria 
Technikon, University of Durban-Westville, and University of Cape Town. We asked the 
FABs to select students who were in their second and third year of study, and were 
receiving support from NSFAS. Each student received R50 at the end of the session in 
appreciation of their participation. 
 
5.2.1 Participant profile 
At each institution we asked for a mixture of male and female participants, and all groups 
had a more or less equal gender balance. We hoped that tertiary students would be 
sufficiently confident, and sufficiently used to mixing with students of the opposite sex, 
that this would not affect their participation. In all but one group – in the Eastern Cape – 
we were not aware of any inhibition because of having a mixed-sex group. 
 
There were eight participants in the Border Technikon group, all of whom came from the 
Eastern Cape. Participants’ ages ranged from 17 to 23 years. Three were studying at the 
East London campus, and the rest at the Berlin campus. Five were staying in residence, one 
(a woman) at home, and two (a man and a woman) in digs.  
 
There were eleven participants in the Pretoria Technikon group. All were aged between 20 
and 24 years, and they came from four provinces. Eight were living in residence, two in 
digs, and one at home. One of those in digs was staying out of town. 
 
There were ten students in the UDW group. Half of the students were living at home, 
three in university residence, and the other two in digs. All of them came from Kwa-Zulu 
Natal. There was an equal number of women as men. The youngest participant was 18 and 
the oldest 26.  
 
There were seven participants in the UCT group. They came from  five provinces. Six of 
the participants were aged 26 years or younger. The seventh was 39 years old, having 
taught at secondary school for seven years before coming to UCT to study law. All but one 
of the students were living in self-catering residences. The non-residence student lived in 
‘digs’, with other students. 
 
There was a good range of courses being studied by participants at each institution. Across 
the four groups, courses studied included geology, IT (at least one student at each 
institution), office management, accounting, sports management, economic management 
analysis, technology, public finance, politics, philosophy and economics, mechanical 
engineering, molecular biology, law, architecture, medicine, criminology, human resources, 
accounting, criminology, electrical engineering, psychology, analytical chemistry, civil 
engineering, small business management, and tourism. 
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All students except two at Pretoria had not had interruptions in their current studies. The 
first exception had initially enrolled for public management because he could not get into 
sports management, his first choice. ‘I did it for the first 6 months and then I quit 
because it was not in my heart. I realised I was just wasting my time.’ After a six-month 
break, the student returned and was now studying for his chosen career. The second 
student also dropped out for six months, in this case because the parents could not pay the 
outstanding fees. The student later returned and successfully applied for assistance from 
EduLoan. 
 
5.2.2 Living arrangements 
A lot of the discussion around the relative advantages and disadvantages of residence, 
home and digs centred around costs. At first glance, the comments appear contradictory in 
that some claimed residence was cheaper, while others claimed staying at home or in digs 
was cheaper. Some Pretoria students said they had moved out of residence because they 
were no longer able to pay registration and other fees and could also not afford the high 
cost of food on campus. In effect, it seems that where NSFAS funding for residence is 
available, this is the cheaper option, especially when compared to digs. But if students and 
their families must find the money for residence themselves, it is more expensive. 
 
There was a lot of discussion about food. The Cape Town woman who stayed in digs gave as 
one of her reasons the poor food provided in residence. Another UCT student confirmed 
that ‘in three years you get bored. Chicken and potatoes.’ One of the Border students said 
that one of the benefits of staying at home was ‘Ma’s cooking’. 
 
Most of those who stayed in residence seemed to be in self-catering residences, and had 
to cover at least some food costs themselves. This was a common source of problems. At 
Cape Town, students complained that the lunch allowance of R6.50 could cover only a R6 
muffin at the cafeteria, but could not cover the R15-20 needed for a ‘decent lunch’. At 
Border and Durban-Westville, students suggested that the meal cheques should be given 
monthly, rather than bi-monthly or only once in a semester. A Durban-Westville student 
explained that ‘sometimes you get the meal cheque and you use it unwisely’. Another added 
that subsequently ‘you suffer… you are in trouble.’ At Pretoria and UDW, there were 
complaints that the meal vouchers or cheques were distributed too late in the year, leaving 
students to struggle for the first months. Pretoria’s FAB gave two reasons for the delay. 
Firstly, they allocated late ‘because it is not enough anyway to cover food for the whole 
year’. Secondly, they said that they delayed payment until they received their allocation 
from NSFAS. 
 
Students named a range of advantages of being in residence. Many spoke about the 
convenience of being near facilities such as the library. Some spoke about having the 
necessary privacy and quiet to study.  Border Technikon students said that while the 
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prefab residences in which they lived were ‘hot in summer and cold in winter’, they were 
near to the library and this allowed them to work late on campus. 
 
Other advantages of residence included access to information on notice boards and 
through meetings, and easy access to support from fellow and senior students studying 
similar courses. At UCT, in particular, there seemed to be a range of support services, 
sport and social activities organised in the residences. As one student summed it up: ‘You 
feel at home.’ 
 
Students who were not living in residence spoke about the difficulties of transport, and in 
particular the cost of transport. For the most part, students were relying on parents and 
family to help with transport costs. One explained that her mother ‘helps me by giving taxi 
fare to college and, although it’s a lot sometimes when she's running short, she doesn't 
complain.’ After checking that what he said would be treated confidentially, another 
student explained in more detail how he saved on transport costs: 
To travel from my home to here, a monthly train ticket costs R83. I have to 
support my mother who is invalid, so for me to save money I buy a ticket that 
can only take me halfway between here and home, which only costs R42, but I 
come all the way to the technikon… I make sure that I come early in the morning 
when there are no ticket controllers then I call it a day late in the afternoon 
because I know that there won’t be people at the train station. I use the savings 
to help my mother and also to send job applications. 
 
There were other problems, besides cost, associated with transport. For example, one of 
the Border women said that the tourism courses ended in the evening ‘and you go home in 
the dark’. A Pretoria student said although they bought the cheaper train ticket, 
‘sometimes I would be scared because it is not safe, especially in the afternoons, so I 
would take a bus. It was costly.’ 
 
Where residences are off-campus, transport can also be a problem for those in residence. 
In Cape Town, students said that the free shuttle service which operates from the further 
residences did not operate over the weekend. 
 
In the Pretoria and Cape Town groups there was some discussion around security. A 
Pretoria student had safety concerns about going to study at a friend’s place at night. The 
Cape Town group took some time to reach agreement on whether there was sufficient 
security at residences, which residences were more or less secure, and to what extent the 
lack of security was the fault of the students. 
 
The Cape Town student who lived in digs felt that there was too much security in the 
residences, in that it was difficult for friends to visit – ‘Some people feel it is a mini-
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prison.’ The same student said that living in digs was better, because in residence ‘you 
throw a party and you get people who will snitch - that you were noisy.’ 
 
5.2.3 Other sources of financial support 
At all four institutions, families were the most common source of financial support apart 
from TEFSA. In at least one case, family was not as supportive as it could have been. The 
student concerned explained that he and his father had not got along since he was young. 
‘So I do things for myself… I don’t see the reason why I should blame him because I’m a 
man and I have to stand my ground.’ The student’s mother was unlikely to be able to 
provide much support, as she was a domestic worker. 
 
The Border group, in particular, spoke about assistance from extended family. One 
received pocket money from an aunt, another received ‘money for other stuff like clothes 
and extras from my boyfriend who is working’, and a third got books from her cousin’s 
sister who was previously a student. Two of the Border students were supported by 
mothers who worked as informal traders. One of these explained that her mother was ‘not 
in work but she's good at selling to make enough.’ 
 
Three members of the Cape Town group had received non-family support in their first 
year. One had received a small merit bursary from her school, another had received a 
bursary from her home town, and the third had received support from his deceased 
father’s ex-employer. All three had received this support for only one year. A fourth 
student, a black woman studying IT, was still receiving support from MTN. The Cape Town 
ex-teacher had covered the extra expenses through his savings. Another student said he 
saved his food allowance and used it to pay the EFC. All the UCT students agreed that 
there were many sources of support available, and all had applied for several. But they also 
noted that the most common response was a  letter of regret because of the enormous 
demand. 
 
Several UCT students had previously done work through the university’s workstudy 
programme, but were no longer doing so. One had again asked for work in his second year, 
but could not find it and was nearly excluded financially. He noted that workstudy ‘is a 
problem if they can’t find you a job for the whole year.’ Another student had stopped 
working because of the low pay of R17 per hour, from which the university then deducted 
tax. Similarly, a third student had stopped working in the library and hoped to get a 
bailout. He explained that it was ‘not nice work because the money does not come to you.’ 
 
Two UCT students had secured vacation jobs which they obtained through the university. 
One worked as a research assistant for a lecturer. A second got a job off-campus in 
property development through the Graduate School of Business contacts. 
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Only one of the Pretoria students mentioned receiving bursary or loan money other than 
from TEFSA – a merit bursary which he described as ‘just a little money given by the 
Technikon which goes into your account and helps to reduce the amount of the loan that 
you have to pay.’ 
 
Many of the Pretoria students had done some sort of work to earn money. One ‘luckily’ had 
a veterinarian cousin, who provided the opportunity for the student to ‘do some training’ 
during holidays as well as earn money to cover the next year’s costs. A second did ‘odd jobs 
like typing’ after school to cover living expenses. A third student helped his hawker 
grandmother over the weekends. A fourth worked as a messenger clerk for a doctor 
although the doctor ‘didn’t pay me well’. This same student also complained about his pay 
while working as a minibus taxi driver. He said he ‘decided to quit and wash taxis instead. 
There’s a lot of money there… I’m 100% sure that if I go there every Saturday, I will make 
R 100 per day. Sundays I make R200.’ The student planned to save this money so that he 
could later repay his loan as well as contribute to his younger sister’s future tertiary 
education. Several students said that the amount of paid work they did over the weekends 
depended on the amount of study work they had to do. 
 
At UDW, only two students did paid work. One student said she did ‘promotions and 
modeling to supplement my fees’, while a second worked as a part-time cashier over 
weekends. At Border, none of the participants did paid work, although one said that she 
helped her mother with selling over weekends and some other students earned money by 
preparing the laboratories before classes. 
 
Some of the technikon students earned money through in-service training. However, a 
Border student reported that her in-service placement at the Kei River Tourism office ‘in 
the middle of nowhere’ had paid only R100 a month for groceries. ‘It was terrible. I 
couldn't wait to come home.’ 
 
A few students spoke of having to make a choice between working and studies. The UDW 
student who did promotions said that he sometimes had to miss classes because of time 
clashes. A UCT student said she had not been able to take up a lucrative job in the city 
because it clashed with her classes. 
 
Pretoria students described several non-work ways in which they had tried to help 
themselves. One described a savings group into which the members paid R100 on a two-
weekly basis ‘then when anyone needs money they can borrow from there and return it.’ A 
second described a ‘family club account’ into which cousins ‘popped out 50 bucks or any 
money we have’. The group planned to save for four years and then to use the money to 
support other cousins who were too poor to afford tertiary studies. Finally, the Pretoria 
students said that although it was difficult for friends to lend money, ‘if you are starving 
there is nothing they can do.’  
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At an individual level, one participant said that he supported a classmate when he did not 
have enough money for tickets, ‘and then sometimes he also comes to eat at my place.’ The 
student felt he was ‘investing’ in his classmate ‘because he’s a great achiever academically.’  
 
Finally, there were several students who said they had received bailouts from their FABs. 
In Cape Town, at least, there seemed to be general awareness that bailouts were a 
possibility. 
 
5.2.4 Unexpected expenses 
When asked about unexpected expenses, books, photocopying, printing and similar 
expenses emerged as a common concern. Among those students who were receiving book 
allowances, there was general agreement that these were inadequate. UCT students 
complained, in particular, that the amount of R1 000 had not been increased for the last 
five years, despite inflation. The money was particularly inadequate for specific courses, 
such as medicine and architecture, as the book allowance was also meant to cover 
equipment. Recouping book money by selling the previous year’s books was also a problem if 
lecturers changed the recommended books. Thus one student complained that he was ‘stuck 
with a R500 book from last semester’. 
 
One student summed up the discussion of book allowances by saying that financial aid would 
‘not achieve its objective if there are no books. The financial aid is then useless.’ A 
Pretoria student said that parents had difficulty understanding the need for money for 
printing assignments – ‘they think I only need money for food.’ 
 
Several students said computers were a problem, especially for courses such as IT and 
engineering, as they were expected to do all assignments on computer. While there are 
usually computer labs at the institutions, these are not always open for 24 hours a day. 
Even where they are open, students living off-campus cannot easily access them when they 
need them. A Pretoria student noted the extra cost of computer disks, as lecturers 
required assignments on disk and did not return them. 
 
A few students said they were helping other family members. For example, a Cape Town 
woman was helping her younger siblings and mother with food money because none of them 
were working. 
 
5.2.5 Sacrifices 
Many students spoke about having to sacrifice their social life because they had to 
concentrate on their studies. One student specifically mentioned sacrificing church: ‘It is 
Sunday and you think of church and think of work, and you decide not to go to church.’ 
Others spoke of sacrificing sleep. One described spending the whole night in the campus 
laboratory because of the lack of transport over the weekend and not owning a computer. 
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Some students – mainly in Pretoria – spoke about stinting on food. For example, one ‘would 
buy a loaf of bread and count the slices to make sure that it would last for a week’. 
Another said she sometimes went to sleep without eating, but was nevertheless ‘fine. I 
could even smile and I told myself that I will make it through.’ A third student spoke about 
using food money for photocopying. 
 
One student said he was not able to buy clothes. Two students spoke of skimping on their 
own needs to save money so that their younger sisters would be able to attend university. 
 
A few students spoke about the difficulty of leaving family. Both men and women agreed 
about the difficulty of leaving friends at home. 
 
5.2.6 Dropping out 
Most groups knew of one or two students who had dropped out while performing well 
academically because of financial problems. The Pretoria group noted that it could be 
transport fees, rather than tuition fees, that caused the problem. 
 
Several groups noted that pregnancy could result in students dropping out. However, 
although there was agreement that pregnancy was fairly common, participants noted that 
the women concerned sometimes ‘got a nanny’ or other child care, and stayed on, or 
returned after a break. One of the UDW students had a four year old ‘baby’, but said her 
mother took care of the child. 
 
Participants mentioned a number of students who had dropped out on account of family 
problems. In particular, a man who was the eldest in his family had ‘decided to go home and 
sort out the problem’. Others were said to have dropped out on account of their own or 
family illness. One of the Pretoria participants feared that the same could happen to him: 
‘I’ve been doing very well, but now that my mother is bedridden, it is beginning to take its 
toll on me and academically my performance has declined. I don’t even think TEFSA will 
continue to finance me.’  
 
Participants suggested that some students dropped out because of loss of interest in the 
course, or because they felt that they would not get a job. One noted that ‘people with 
degrees sit around’. Another added that employers were ‘looking for people with five years’ 
experience. Where are you going to get that? So you decide not to go back to school.’ A 
third participant observed that when travelling in the train, students would see people 
making money through selling, and think: ‘Why bother to go to school when I can also make 
money?’ A UDW student said a friend of hers had dropped out because she had been 
offered a job in Johannesburg. Another participant observed that ‘if you drop out and 
maybe find yourself a job, once you get money it’s very hard to go back to school.’ 
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A UCT student suggested that some of her peers might have dropped out because they 
could ‘do better somewhere else, for example. Bush or Wits. They can get a first class 
then rather than a second class at UCT.’ A Border student told of someone who had left 
the institution to study at East London College. 
 
5.2.7 Non-financial support 
Students at each institution could name at least one or two support services. Usually these 
involved some sort of counselling services and/or career advice. Very few of the 
participants appeared to have used the services. In one group, a participant suggested that 
some students were too proud to make use of the available services. UCT students seemed 
to have used the broadest range of services and sources of assistance. 
 
There were a few examples of how individual lecturers had assisted students, for example 
with food money, bus fare for a job interview, with academic problems, or in finding 
textbooks.  Overall, students seemed to have relatively low expectations of support from 
the institutions and lecturers.  
 
6 The case study institutions 
We conducted our interviews at the case study institutions according to a semi-structured 
questionnaire. Therefore, the case study descriptions below generally report on the same 
topics. They also sometimes highlight additional information which is specific to a 
particular institution, or which was raised by the informant concerned.  
 
At each institution we asked for statistical breakdowns of the total number of 
undergraduate students and NSFAS awardees according to a range of characteristics. 
Interviewees undertook to try to get us what we wanted. Unfortunately, many were not 
able to supply all the statistics which we had requested. The incomplete nature of 
statistics  hampers comparison of institutions. It also makes it difficult to assess how well 
NSFAS funds are being targeted overall. 
 
6.1 Pretoria Technikon 
 
6.1.1 Background  
Pretoria Technikon is the largest residential technikon in South Africa with a current 
student base of over 30 000. The main campus is situated west of Pretoria and there are 
three satellite campuses in Pietersburg, Nelspruit and Witbank. The technikon has been 
fortunate in that in the past it was able to guarantee some form of financial aid to most of 
the students who needed it. In 2002, for the first time, they are experiencing a shortage 
of funds despite the fact that this institution receives a larger amount of funding from 
NSFAS than all other institutions.  
 
 60 
6.1.2 Financial aid 
Close to one third of all undergraduate students are covered by some form of financial 
award administered by the FAB. In 2002, 4 460 students (about 15% of total enrolment) 
received NSFAS awards, of whom 57% were women. Overall, 51% of the entire 
undergraduate population is female, indicating some bias towards females for the awards. 
 
The overwhelming majority (94%) of NSFAS awardees are African, with a further 5% 
white. Comparison of these figures with total undergraduate enrolment, where Africans 
make up 73% and whites 23% confirms that Africans are prioritised for the awards. 
 
Second year students account for close on half (43%) of 2002 NSFAS awards while first 
year and third years receive 26-27% each. Slightly over one quarter (28%) of NSFAS-
funded students are in residence. The majority either live at home or off campus, possibly 
because of high residence fees. 
 
Pretoria Tech used an adapted version of the NSFAS means test until 2001, when the FAB 
decided to adopt the NSFAS means test fully. The previous means test was based on the 
student’s gross family income. The maximum gross family income amount at which a student 
would be eligible for aid was R60 000. Students were also expected to have obtained an 
average mark of 50% in all subjects to qualify for a NSFAS loan. 
 
The range of fees charged for different courses appears to be very wide. The cheapest 
course costs R530 (BTech Industrial Engineering) while the most expensive one costs 
R22 900 (NDip Motion Picture Production). The costs of the most expensive course 
exceeds the maximum allocation for NSFAS awards for this year (R17 600) even before 
one considers residence and other expenses. 
 
6.1.3 Experience of FAB and students with NSFAS 
The FAB identified the main problem facing financial aid in the country as lack of funding. 
As noted, this was the first year that Pretoria Technikon has felt this impact. 
 
The FAB expressed concerns about the percentages used to determine the EFC in the 
NSFAS means test, as they felt that they are unreasonably high. They reported that many 
students could not meet their EFC, and some could not even raise registration fees. The 
FAB argued that fewer students should be covered fully with the available resources 
rather than supporting more students to cover only part of the costs. They believe that 
the frustration arising from receiving partial assistance was probably one of the reasons 
why students dropped out of their studies. 
 
The FAB reported that some students give false information about their family 
circumstances to increase their chances of being eligible for the loan. One of our 
informants commented as follows: ‘One year they complete the form and their parents are 
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working, the following year they are orphans or parents have lost their job and so forth’. 
The FAB’s incapacity to verify the information creates opportunities for abuse of the 
system. 
 
6.1.4 Non-payment and dropouts 
Pretoria Tech charges a registration fee of R1 500, payable every semester. Students 
cannot register without paying this fee, but the FAB organises for students whose EFC is 
lower than the registration fee and those with zero EFC to register without it. The 
registration fee is treated as a first instalment on the fees and not an extra charge as 
with some other institutions. Students are expected to pay a further R120 administration 
levy. No problems were reported regarding this charge by the FAB. 
 
The FAB did not have any statistics on dropouts. They speculated that one of the main 
causes among students in good academic standing is lack of career guidance at high school 
level. 
 
HIV/AIDS was also mentioned as a concern. The FAB could not say how many students 
have discontinued their studies as a result of HIV/AIDS, but felt that it was likely to be a 
major contributing factor in the future. 
 
6.1.5 Other funding 
Pretoria Technikon offers small merit bursaries to new students with outstanding grade 12 
results. Because the NSFAS award is only allocated in the second semester for new 
students, these bursaries assist needy first year students with good matric results. The 
technikon also offers undergraduate merit awards based on academic performance, and 
administers funds from about 52 private companies. The latter mainly sponsor previously 
disadvantaged students studying engineering, sciences and Information technology courses 
who are subsequently contractually obliged to work for them. Some students who are 
working receive full sponsorship from their employers. 
 
The technikon operates a small crisis bursary fund given to students having extreme 
financial difficulties. Academic merit is also taken into consideration for this bursary and 
the student has to work back a certain amount of time in the FAB offices as a form of 
repayment. 
 
6.1.6 Non-financial assistance 
The technikon has a bureau for academic support that is part of student affairs. This 
offers student counselling, career guidance, life skills and job placements. The campus 
clinic deals with students’ health and has an AIDS centre which offers HIV/AIDS and 
health counselling. The employment office assists current students who have obtained an 
average of 50% or more in all subjects as well as graduates and students seeking 
 62 
experiential training. The office also offers training in areas such as employment seeking 
strategies, interview skills, and employment ethics. Some departments have established 
relations with industry through which students find job. Nevertheless, the responsibility 
to find permanent work or an internship placement lies with the student. Finally, some of 
the companies that offer financial aid also have support services for students who 
suddenly fail their courses after previously performing well. 
 
6.2 Medical University of Southern Africa 
 
6.2.1 Background 
The Medical University of Southern Africa (Medunsa) was established in 1976 to cater for 
African students excluded from the other medical schools. Initially, the institution was 
made up of the faculties of medicine, dentistry and veterinary science. In 1989, the 
Faculty of Science was established to train black science teachers.  
 
6.2.2 Financial aid system 
The FAB adopted the NSFAS means test in 1999, relatively earlier than other institutions. 
In 2002 the university is administering funds in excess of R56m. This includes university 
administered awards, provincial bursaries as well as NSFAS funding.  
 
Medunsa received close to R15m from NSFAS in 2001. The total number of undergraduate 
students at the start of that year was about 3 000. About 2 800 (93%) students applied 
for financial aid, of whom 1 061 received NSFAS awards. The breakdown along gender for 
the awards was almost equal, 51% of those who got the awards were female while 49% 
were male.     
 
This year the number of students sponsored is smaller - 708 students received awards 
compared to 1 061 in 2001. A more or less equal number of male and female students were 
sponsored. This gender pattern persisted within each race group. As expected given the 
institution’s history, the majority of the awards went to Africans, who received 95% of 
the awards. Indian and coloured students together received a total of 5% of the awards. 
Only four white students were sponsored by NSFAS in 2002.  
 
In terms of field of study, medical students account for over two fifths (44%) of the 
awards this year, while the BSc students received a quarter (25%). The Bachelor of 
Nursing Science students received 14% of NSFAS awards. The remaining awards were 
divided between all the other disciplines. 
 
Senior students are required to re-apply towards the end of every year for the following 
year’s awards. First year students are also assisted but, as at most other institutions, 
their allocation is received only in the second semester while the awards for continuing 
students are allocated at the beginning of the year. The FAB stressed that they are 
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particularly keen to set aside money for first years because ‘if we cannot give them 
funding, they will go to other institutions’. The new students are required to bring the 
necessary documents on the day of registration so that they can complete the application 
forms for the means test there and then and find out whether they qualify for an award. 
 
6.2.3 Problems encountered with NSFAS 
Compared to most other institutions, Medunsa has a more extreme problem in terms of the 
NSFAS maximum allocation. The problem lies with the very high fees charged for some of 
the courses, particularly those in the Dentistry and Medical Faculties. The FAB explained 
that for students in these faculties the all-inclusive cost (tuition, residence, books and 
meals) adds up to between R35 000 and R38 000 per year. The residence fee alone 
inclusive of meals is as high as R15 000. Final year medicine, which is the most expensive 
course offered, requires a tuition fee of R18 000 per year. Considering the maximum 
NSFAS allocation for 2002 was R17 600, it is evident that the award is not sufficient and 
these students are left with a large balance which they have to raise either from their own 
or parents’ pockets or from other sources.  
 
The poorest students, in particular, struggle to raise the EFC. The FAB said ‘we try as far 
as possible to get something from them. We have to rely on other people, brothers, 
sisters, guardians to help them.’  However, it appears that this institution is relatively 
flexible with fee defaulters. The very poor students are allowed to write exams and to 
register for the following year even though they have fee arrears as long as they have 
made some attempt to raise the money and are passing their subjects. There is also an 
arrangement whereby parents sign an agreement to pay a certain amount into the student's 
account on a monthly basis.  
 
6.2.4 Other sources of funding 
The major source of funding other than NSFAS awards is provincial. After their first 
year, students can apply for bursaries from their home provinces. They have to sign a 
service contract through which they are obligated to work in their home provinces for the 
number of years they received bursaries. The main problem here is that it is mainly 
Medicine and Dentistry students who receive these awards. 
 
The university also offers merit bursaries to first year students. Our informant noted 
that ‘we have to compete with other universities and all universities have some form of 
merit or incentive.’ The institution is considering extending these merit awards to 
continuing students.  
 
NSFAS students are also eligible for other funding from the extensive database of 
external donors as well as the university-administered awards. The list of donors includes 
employers of parents, foundations and trusts. The FAB also mentioned multi-national 
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companies such as Coca Cola and Johnson & Johnson as well as the Medical Education for 
South African Blacks, whose donors are also based in the US. 
 
Despite the high fees, it appears that students at Medunsa have better opportunities of 
accessing other funding when compared to the other institutions that we studied. The FAB 
agreed that students were privileged at Medunsa but added that the privilege was only for 
those who did well academically. 
 
6.2.5 Nonpayment and dropouts 
As mentioned previously, it seems that Medunsa is lenient with students owing fees. 
Students who have confirmed bursaries have to pay a registration fee of R850, while those 
with partial or no funding have to pay a punitive R4 000. However, the FAB ‘considers the 
situation of the student’. Bright students from poor backgrounds can be registered with 
‘whatever they have’. Students who complete but still owe fees are allowed to graduate but 
their certificates are withheld until they clear their fees. The FAB felt that repayment 
after graduation is not that difficult because professional graduates such as doctors are 
eligible for bank loans for as much as R120 000.  
  
Financial constraints were advanced as the main reason why academic performers drop out. 
However, the FAB explained that dropout rates were, in fact, very low. Even among 
failures, the dropout rate is not high because they are given a second chance after failing 
the first time.  
 
6.2.6 Non-financial assistance 
The Centre for Academic Development Services offers academic development and support 
services at Medunsa. They have a range of services both for staff and students.  For 
students, mentoring programmes and foundation courses are offered to those who did not 
do well in certain subjects in high school. Other services available to students include 
guidance and counselling, study skills training, and student leadership and development 
workshops. In some departments, academic staff members have taken it upon themselves 
to initiate programmes to assist students who are struggling in certain areas.  
 
In response to students needs, the FAB has changed from its previous system of dealing 
with students over the counter to a one-on-one system whereby students are dealt with 
individually and privately. This gives them the opportunity to discuss any problems with the 
FAB staff because ‘it is not always money that is the problem, they have other problems, 
academic, family and so forth.’ Based on these individual discussions, the FAB staff 
members are able to refer students who need help such as counselling to the student 
support services available at the campus. 
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6.3 University of Fort Hare 
 
6.3.1 Introduction 
Fort Hare is a predominantly residential university located in the small Eastern Cape town 
of Alice. Established in 1916, it is one of the oldest and most famous HDUs in Africa.  It 
counts many of the continent's most famous leaders, including President Mandela, among 
its alumni. Although the university has been through some difficult times over the past 
decade, it appears to have overcome the worst of its administrative problems and 
continues to attract students from throughout Southern Africa. 
 
6.3.2 Funding approach 
Prior to 2002, all Fort Hare students received financial assistance without the application 
of any means test. This situation applied because the Eastern Cape was recognised as a 
disadvantaged province and was, according to the FAB, considered a 'priority area' for 
student funding. The NSFAS means test was introduced at the beginning of 2002 and the 
FAB reports that since then students have received substantially less assistance than 
before. Nevertheless, funded students are receiving the maximum NSFAS allocation, and 
the estimated  FCS for Fort Hare is R16 812, less than the NSFAS maximum. 
 
According to the FAB staff, the students are not happy with the new means test and some 
of them have tried to access their parents' affidavits in order to change the relevant pay 
slips. A few parents are reported to have also tried to change their original statements. 
 
Currently Fort Hare does not have any reserve funds and thus depends entirely on NSFAS 
for student funding. According to the FAB staff, they follow the NSFAS guidelines to the 
letter. 
 
6.3.3 NSFAS awards to first year and continuing students  
Enrolments at Fort Hare have fluctuated over the years. In the past two years the number 
of first year enrolments has been growing. In addition, rumours about the closure of 
UNITRA are said to have resulted in many second year students from that university 
moving to Fort Hare.  
 
First year students who pass the first semester receive NSFAS funding in the second 
semester. Continuing students are funded if they reapply and meet the requirements. 
 
In the past, Fort Hare funding applications were only completed in December and, as a 
result, the FAB could not give its returning students preference. This year the FAB is 
trying to encourage current students to submit their forms on time by giving them 
application forms to take home and complete during the September vacation. 
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6.3.4 Other awards  
The Fort Hare FAB only administers  NSFAS loans. In the past it allocated the university's 
share of the Eastern Cape Premier's Fund which targeted students in IT, Commerce and 
Agriculture. This fund has since been handed over to NSFAS to administer.  
 
The Financial Aid office does keep a list of addresses of potential sponsors to whom 
students can apply on their own. However, apart from a few industrial firms, certain 
private benefactors and small donors such as an Alice women's church group, the Eastern 
Cape has few alternate sources of student funding. As a result, competition for these 
bursaries among the provinces' students is fierce. 
 
6.3.5 Percentage of undergraduates getting NSFAS awards  
In 2002, the full-time undergraduate population of Fort Hare is 4 941. Over three 
quarters (3 763) are women. The FAB was not able to give us the 2002 statistics for 
students receiving NSFAS awards. 
 
6.3.6 Registration 
All Fort Hare students have to find the finance for an initial payment of R1 500. This 
includes R725 which covers registration, access to sports clubs and medical services and is 
not covered by NSFAS. The balance of R775 goes towards tuition. The fee is the same for 
all disciplines. We were told that many students struggle to meet this initial payment. 
 
Although it is university policy for all students to make the initial payment, it was reported 
that students with a C and above aggregate can stay on campus without paying it. 
Presumably such students are expected to find funding for this payment while studying. 
 
6.3.7 Recurring student problems with NSFAS funding 
The FAB officers reported that even the NSFAS maximum was too little and that 
students were unable to cover enough of their expenses. They added that the NSFAS 
funds did not cover books and that, 'the SRC is always complaining as if we're the ones who 
decide on the allocation'. 
 
Fees for all courses are the same at Fort Hare, but several students were reported to run 
into problems because of the number of courses they chose to take in a year. The Fort 
Hare FAB plans to approach NSFAS for more funds in 2003 because of the increased 
student enrolment and 'the Eastern Cape situation with most parents earning as unskilled 
labourers'. 
 
6.3.8 Reasons for successful students dropping out 
At Fort Hare, apart from health, the reasons given for successful students dropping out 
were all financial. As far as health reasons are concerned, we were told that in 2001, 65% 
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of the students seen by the health centre were HIV positive and that other sexually 
transmitted diseases were common. Our informant said, 'The very sick students just 
quietly disappear from campus'. 
 
The cost of meals and food was the primary financial reason given for students dropping 
out. As with most tertiary institutions, Fort Hare has outsourced student catering and 
students wanting to eat in residence have to buy a meal card. This costs R6 800 a year and 
was reported to be too expensive for many students. Apparently students are reluctant to 
ask their parents for such a large amount especially as some parents assume that the 
residence fee includes meals and, therefore, that their children are eating. According to 
the FAB, many of the students know that their parents will be unable to raise the funds 
for meals and, as a result, some students do not ask their parents for this money. 
 
Further, several students were said to have dropped out because they felt that they did 
not fit in with their peers who followed expensive dress codes and/or had pocket money 
for socialising. Peer pressure to conform to a certain life-style may account for the fact 
that the FAB officers reported that, although many students could not afford university 
meals, they managed to own cellular telephones. Some reportedly also had expensive 
fridges and music centres in their rooms. 
 
6.3.9 Other sources of funding for students  
We were told that parents were the main non-NSFAS source of student funds. FAB staff 
also knew of several non-family members such as teachers, lecturers and community groups 
who helped individual students.  
 
We were told that some of the poorer students at Fort Hare earn a little by doing richer 
students' laundry and cleaning their rooms. Employing poor students was said to apply 
mainly to the relatively better off Zimbabweans, 'whose government covers everything [so 
they] have a bit extra'.  
 
6.3.10 Assistance to students to find employment while studying 
As is the case in most of the institutions we studied, Fort Hare has a Co-operative 
Education office which has a budget for students who are employed by departments on 
campus. A FAB officer explained that when they needed student helpers they approached 
the Director of Co-operative Education and he allocated the work to students who owed 
the university substantial amounts. At present 75% of what students earn in this manner is 
credited to their loan accounts and they receive the remaining 25% in cash. Apparently 
this formula has been a source of student dissatisfaction, and at the time of writing, it was 
about to change to 60% credit and 40% cash. 
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6.3.11 Other forms of support 
Apart from the services already mentioned, the Fort Hare FAB officers said that the only 
other organised form of support to students who might be considering dropping out, was 
the student counselling service. An officer added that several students who drop out for a 
few years return to complete their degrees.  
 
The Fort Hare FAB's main criticism of NSFAS was that the scheme failed to cover 
students' full university debt. We were told that this resulted in students being unable to 
settle the balance of their accounts and, therefore, 'they tend to get themselves into 
debt spirals’. 
 
6.4 Border Technikon 
 
6.4.1 Introduction 
The Border Technikon is located in the Border area of the Eastern Cape.  Established in 
1988, it is one of the newest tertiary institutions in South Africa. It began with 66 
students, and by 2000 it had over 4 800 students spread over four campuses. The main 
campus is at Potsdam which is roughly midway between East London and King William's 
town. This campus can accommodate 540 students in its residences. There are two satellite 
campuses in East London and one in Bisho, but none of these have residences. 
 
The technikon has two faculties - Technology and Human Sciences – as well as a Centre for 
Leisure and Tourism which is intended to play a positive role in boosting tourism and small 
business development in the Eastern Cape. Most of the year-long courses are offered on 
the Potsdam campus where the majority of students are full-time, but semester courses 
are offered at the three satellite campuses which cater for both full- and part-time 
students. 
 
6.4.2 Funding approach 
The Head of the Border Technikon FAB served on the working group which devised the 
NSFAS means test. It is not surprising, therefore, that she was positive about the test 
although it will only be introduced at the Border Technikon at the end of 2002.  
 
To date the FAB has used a system that takes parents' or guardians' means as well as 
certain standardised rebates into account to arrive at a notional disposable income (NDI) 
amount. Rebates are given for family living costs (R5 000) as well as for various categories 
of household members. For example, the rebate for an ordinary adult member of a 
household is R2 400 while that for each student member is R5 000. There are 
progressively smaller rebates for pupils, technikon applicants and pre-schoolers. 
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The final allocation of loan funds is then decided by an Allocations Committee which 
consists of the Head of Finance, an SRC representative and the Financial Aid Officer. 
Besides the NDI calculation, this committee also considers each applicant's academic 
record when making an allocation. 
 
According to the Financial Aid Officer, although the Border Technikon fees are relatively 
low, no student receives a 100% loan. During 2002, a few students received allocations 
equivalent to the maximum allowed by NSFAS and many receive about two thirds of this.  
 
In the past the FAB funded first year students only once it had access to their mid-year 
results. However, the technikon found that it was losing students with potential because 
they could not afford to pay for the first semester. Therefore, in 2002 it introduced a 
means test for students who could not afford to register and told these students that 
they were required to pass 50% of their subjects in June. These students could not sign 
their formal loan agreements until the second semester. 
 
No money is put aside for continuing students. All students reapply for funding each year 
(or each semester, depending on the discipline) and all applications are processed in the 
same manner.  
 
6.4.3 Other awards  
Currently the FAB administers a Council bursary which is awarded to students who achieve 
a 60% aggregate. The intention is to make this an automatic merit award once the FAB 
complies fully with the NSFAS system.  
 
In the past the FAB also allocated loans to tourism students from a fund established by 
the Irish Government. The administration of this fund has since been taken over by 
NSFAS. 
 
6.4.4 Undergraduate students getting NSFAS awards  
According to the FAB, about 50% of undergraduates receive NSFAS loans. Unusually, the 
Financial Aid Officer suggested that this institution's allocation from NSFAS was too 
high. She said, 'Our allocation just increases and increases and I say we're getting too 
much because we have excess and others might need it'. Her viewpoint is corroborated by 
the fact that the institution underspent on their 2001 allocation by more than 20%. 
 
6.4.5 Registration  
Border Technikon registration fees are always a third of the tuition fee for a course. 
However, students who cannot afford this amount are obliged to pay R500 and then must 
immediately apply for a loan for the balance.  
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The average course fee is R4 500 a year and prescribed books are usually included in this. 
Therefore, the average registration fee is R1 500. Certain courses such as hospitality, 
which costs R20 000, are very expensive because of the built-in costs for non-tuition 
extras such as uniforms and materials.  
 
6.4.6 Recurring student problems with NSFAS funding 
We were told that the most common problem students had in relation to NSFAS funding 
was in meeting the minimum academic criterion of passing half of their courses. As is the 
case at many tertiary institutions, the first year students are said to struggle to adjust to 
tertiary studies. This is an especially severe problem for the many Border students who 
come from poor schooling environments and who are accustomed to authoritarian systems 
of work discipline.  
 
6.4.7 Reasons for successful students dropping out 
As was the case in the majority of institutions we studied, financial need is a primary 
reason for students dropping out of the Border Technikon. 
 
We were also told that a number of students tended to do their first year courses at the 
Border Technikon and then move on to other institutions which were further from their 
homes such as the Port Elizabeth Technikon. Although these students were not actual 
dropouts, they would be recorded as such by the administration. Similarly, many students 
who failed to register when they were doing experiential training would be recorded as 
dropouts. 
 
We were told of an additional technical reason for students being recorded as dropouts. 
The dropout lists are completed in May of each year and many students register late 
despite the fact that they know of the financial penalties for late registrations. The 
reported reason for late registrations is that students choose to sit in on lectures for a 
few weeks before committing themselves to registering for a course.  
 
6.4.8 Other sources of funding for students  
Apart from the few Border Technikon students who receive private bursaries from 
churches and businesses, we were not told of any other sources of student funding. 
Further, the very high levels of unemployment in the Border area result in  few 
opportunities for students, especially rural students, to find part-time work to supplement 
their loans.  
 
6.4.9 Assistance to students to find employment while studying 
The technikon has a Cooperative Education section that helps students to find positions 
for experiential learning. However, because of the paucity of large enterprises in the area, 
it was acknowledged that it is extremely difficult to find placements for many students.  
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6.4.10 Other forms of support  
Border Technikon offers a student counselling service. The technikon also employs a few 
needy students as laboratory or teaching assistants. 
 
6.5 University of Cape Town 
 
6.5.1 Background 
The University of Cape Town (UCT) is one of the most well-established tertiary 
institutions in the country. In the past, the institution had very few black students, as 
black students could only register under a very restrictive permit system. In 2002, 28% of 
the total undergraduate population of 13 452 is African, 15% coloured, 7% Indian and 50% 
white. Approximately 11% of the total student population did their schooling at former 
Department of Education and Training schools. 
 
UCT is relatively well-endowed when compared to other universities and, in both 2001 and 
2002, was able to guarantee financial support to every student passing its means test for 
the ‘normal’ duration of a degree plus an extra two years. The test was based on gross 
income of the parents, including a percentage of assets, less R1 200 for each schoolchild in 
the nuclear family, and R5 000 for each sibling studying at a tertiary institution. All 
students from families with net incomes less than R1 million per year were eligible for 
financial support. In 2002, just over 2 000 undergraduate students – 15% of the total – 
were receiving financial assistance. 
 
At present, the institution uses other sources to ‘top up’ the NSFAS loan. In 2002, the 
maximum NSFAS loan was R16 000. The NSFAS award together with the other sources is 
meant to provide a full package, covering tuition, academic levies, book allowance, residence 
and/or living expenses, local travel, travel home, apart from an expected family 
contribution (EFC) which is based on the family income. (There are also special allowances 
for spectacles, and for inoculation and needlestick insurance for first year medical 
students.) In 2001, the minimum EFC was R3 000, for those with a net family income of 
R30 000 or less. The maximum EFC was R10 000 per year. Tuition fees ranged from 
R12 600 for a BA or BSocSc in the faculty of humanities, to R17 400 for medicine. 
Residence ranged from a low of R7 900 single room self-catering to R14 600 for a single 
room in medical residence with catering. 
 
6.5.2 Profile of financial aid 
Because of the way it combines different sources of funding for particular students, UCT 
was not able to give the number of students funded by NSFAS. To add to the confusion, 
UCT has an arrangement with NSFAS whereby the Scheme administers and acts as a 
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collection agency in respect of extra funds provided by the institution. In 2002, UCT 
underwrote R5m which NSFAS will administer. 
 
In 2002, UCT has 2 009 undergraduate students receiving financial assistance. Of the 
total, 1 880 have a loan as part of the package and, of these, about 1 543 have ordinary 
NSFAS loans while 337 have NSFAS/UCT loans. 
 
About 1 288 (64%) of the undergraduate financial aid students are in residence, 246 in 
lodgings and 475 living at home. This picture is significantly different to that for the 
university as a whole, in that only 31% (4 185) of the total are in residence. The on-campus 
residences are reserved for students who are particularly strong academically. In other 
residences, fully catered places are reserved mainly for first-years. 
 
Financial aid undergraduate students are more or less equally divided between male (996) 
and female (1 011). This gender breakdown is almost identical to that of the overall student 
body. However, only 44% of financial aid students in residence are female. This is 
different both from the financial aid profile and from the overall profile of 
undergraduates in residence, of whom 47% are female. 
 
In terms of race, 65% of financial aid students are African, 21% coloured, 5% Indian and 
9% white. There is, therefore, the expected bias towards African and coloured given their 
relative socio-economic profiles. The race-income link is further confirmed by the fact 
that 62% of African undergraduate financial aid students fall in the lowest income band, 
compared to 50% of all undergraduate financial aid students. Almost 90% of financial aid 
students in residence are African. 
 
Analysis by race and gender combined suggests slight relative under-funding of African 
female students and over-funding of women in other race groups when one compares with 
the overall undergraduate profile. The reason for this pattern is not clear. 
 
The social sciences and humanities (31%) and commerce (30%) together account for over 
three-fifths of UCT undergraduate students. Engineering accounts for a further 15%, 
science for 12% and medicine for 11%. Of the new financial aid students in 2002, 36% were 
in the social sciences and humanities, 25% in commerce, 20% in science and 13% in 
engineering. The relative over-funding of social sciences and humanities is probably a result 
of the different race profiles across faculties. 
 
6.5.3 Experience of FAB and students with NSFAS 
The FAB reported problems, particularly for students, with NSFAS’ insistence on IDs. In 
some cases there is added confusion if the student uses the mother’s surname, or the 
parents are married by customary marriage. Where students apply for new IDs, this 
usually takes months and the FAB is unable to guarantee the money until the ID arrives. 
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As at other institutions, the FAB reported that there was a problem in the way NSFAS 
treats credit balances. They told of students who obtained money from loan sharks so as 
to pay the university. When the students later were awarded NSFAS loans, the university 
is not allowed to refund the original payment. Instead, the money is sent back to NSFAS as 
the first repayment on the loan. The student concerned often does not understand what 
has happened. For the university as a whole, the NSFAS’ rule means that there is less 
money available to fund other students. 
 
To avoid allocated awards being repaid to NSFAS because the student concerned receives 
funds from other sources, UCT has until now submitted its claims in October of each year 
so that it knows what funds have been allocated by external donors. While other 
institutions have felt the need to submit earlier, UCT’s relative wealth has meant that it is 
better able to wait for the money. The institution understands NSFAS’ need for earlier 
submissions, and will submit its claim earlier this year. But it will monitor how much is lost 
to the student body because of the earlier submission. 
 
6.5.4 Non-payment and dropouts 
UCT does not have a separate registration fee. An amount of R300 is meant to be paid on 
acceptance of the offer of a place. This amount is then credited to the student’s account. 
Students are meant to pay a further percentage of the fee at the end of the first week. 
Most students pay, but the university does not insist if they do not. 
 
The FAB reported that there were some students who go all-out to pay fees in the first 
year, but at the end of the year say that they will never be able to pay again. The FAB had 
over 200 of these cases in 2000, and 120 in 2001. The FAB believes that one reason for 
this phenomenon is that some pupils are told by their teachers that they should not tell 
UCT that they need financial aid because UCT favours ‘rich’ students. In other cases, the 
reason is family-related or due to some other crisis. 
 
There is some bailing out at the beginning of the following year of those who have not 
managed to pay their EFC. In 2002, the FAB assisted 600 students in this way. This 
constituted the majority of those who qualified to re-register. However, the university is 
unforgiving of students who stay in residence over the holidays, put their children in 
educare, go on summer term courses, or incur other ‘illegal’ costs. 
 
UCT has independently recognised that there is a problem of academically sound students 
dropping out. The university’s analysis of its own records suggests that it is white women 
students in the humanities and commerce who are most at risk. The existence of problems 
among these students is borne out by the records of the Students Health Service which 
reports this group of students reporting feelings of isolation and disaffection. The profile 
suggests that for these students the main problem is not financial. 
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In 2001, the FAB was approached by the Students Representative Council about 
academically sound students who did not have financial aid and who dropped out. The 
article said that some students were excluded for a small debt, e.g. R510. The FAB said 
that if these students were on financial aid, they would have been bailed out, but that if 
students did not approach them, the FAB was ‘frustrated’ and unable to assist.  
 
The FAB’s own analysis of non-returning students who were on financial aid suggested that 
the majority had failed. The FAB suggested that among the small proportion who cancelled 
their registration mid-year, the majority were first years who suffered from 
homesickness or who were not mature enough for study. Of the 280 students who had a 
fee debt and did not re-register in 2002 despite being academically sound, only 36 were on 
financial aid in 2001. The 280 students with a fee debt constituted just under half of a 
total of 600 undergraduates who had performed satisfactorily academically but did not 
return in 2002. There were a further 104 undergraduate students who qualified to 
graduate at the end of 2001, but could not graduate because of outstanding fees of more 
than R400. 
 
6.5.5 Other sources of funding 
The FAB reported an increase in funding from companies concerned about meeting 
employment equity goals. These funds are tied to contracts for employment, whereas in the 
past funds were more likely to be ‘outright gifts’. They also noted a limited number of 
bursaries from the companies of parents, as well as union schemes, church schemes for 
refugees, and some small NGOs. 
 
In 2003, UCT will be working with Eduloan, a private company which operates from 
campuses and offers loan. UCT was previously reluctant to enter into an agreement with 
Eduloan because of the high interest charges, and the short time (ten months) before they 
start requiring repayments. The scheme is also open only to those students who parents 
work for the state or other specified secure employment, and provides relatively small 
amounts. Within the Western Cape, the company is already operating on the Cape 
Technikon, University of Western Cape and Stellenbosch campuses. 
 
6.5.6 Non-financial assistance 
The university’s employment office tries to provide assistance to students in finding 
employment. It acts as a broker in terms of jobs both on and off campus. The office’s 
policy is to give priority to students who receive financial aid. However, the supply of jobs 
is less than the demand on the side of students. 
 
Other forms of assistance include the Academic Development Programme, writing and 
learning centres, counselling officers, a summer term which runs intensive courses, a 
student health service, support services within the residences, legal aid, and educare. 
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There are also policies and structures to deal with sexual harassment and discrimination. 
Students pay for services such as the health services and educare, but the rates are 
heavily subsidised. 
 
6.6 Peninsula Technikon 
 
6.6.1 Background 
The Peninsula Technikon (Pentech), situated in Bellville, Cape Town, was originally intended 
to serve only coloured students. Today 63% of undergraduate students are African, 34% 
coloured, 2% white, and less than 1% Indian. The technikon’s total undergraduate 
enrolment for 2002 stood at just over 9 000, of whom 3 912 (43%) had been awarded 
NSFAS loans at the time of the interview. In early September, the technikon was in the 
process of making some additional awards. 
 
Of the total 2002 undergraduates, 41% were in business studies, 36% in engineering, and 
24% in the sciences. Over half (55%) of all undergraduates were female. However, only 
33% of engineering students were women, compared to about two-thirds in science and 
business studies. Female representation is significantly higher among African students, at 
59%, than among coloured students, where it stands at 47%. 
 
6.6.2 How the FAB system works 
For 2002, Pentech was still using its own means test. The maximum family income above 
which students no longer qualified for assistance was R93 000. Below this, there were a 
number of income categories, with the family contribution increasing with increasing family 
income to a maximum of 40%. For those with family incomes of R15 000 or less, there was 
no expected family contribution. 
 
In addition to income, the means test took into consideration family size. It utilised a 
broad interpretation of family and dependants, namely everyone in the household 
dependant on the declared income. The institution also takes academic performance into 
account. To be assisted, students must complete their qualification in the minimum number 
of years plus one, and must pass 50% of their courses to qualify for renewal of the loan. 
This is stricter than the NSFAS standard of minimum years plus two. 
 
Although the current test works well, Pentech is looking forward to using the standard 
NSFAS test. They feel that having a standard national test will avoid students asking why 
they get less than siblings studying at other institutions. 
 
Even with the means test and academic criteria, Pentech is not able to assist all who 
qualify. It has therefore imposed an institutional maximum which is less than the NSFAS 
maximum. In 2002 the maximum is R12 500. The maximum and other policy issues are 
discussed both in the standard financial aid committee which all institutions have, and in a 
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more informal financial aid forum which brings together representatives of the FAB and 
student leadership. This approach has facilitated widespread agreement that the amount 
of loan be restricted so that more students can be assisted. 
 
As at other institutions, continuing students apply in October for assistance in the next 
year. Until a few years ago, first year students were only assisted late in the year after 
proving their ability. The FAB set aside a portion of the money for first years, but was not 
able to fund all who qualified. The FAB is now attempting to move the allocation time for 
first years slowly forward year by year. It is concerned, in particular, that without the 
NSFAS money, students are not able to purchase books. 
 
Course fees are similar across courses and relatively low. In 2002, the average fee was 
R5 000. The dental technicians fees are higher, at R6 900, with an additional instrument 
fee of over R1 000. However, this course annually involves only 15 students, the majority of 
whom are white and middle class. The institution has negotiated with the students that 
fees will increase by 8,5% per year until 2004, while residence fees will increase by 5-6% 
per annum. 
 
In terms of registration, Pentech requires an annual upfront payment of R1 050 of which 
R645 is credited to the fee account. The FAB reported that it has a ‘door open for 
negotiations’ on the registration fee, and an increasing number of students were using this. 
Students, as well as the parliamentary portfolio committee, have argued that NSFAS 
students should be exempt from the registration fee. Pentech argues that the fee is part 
of the family contribution. 
 
6.6.3 Problems encountered with NSFAS 
The FAB reported that ‘obviously’ students’ main complaint about NSFAS was that their 
awards were inadequate. In allocating the money, the first R600 goes towards a 
book/photocopying allowance. After this, money is allowed for tuition, and then 
accommodation. Any remaining money can be used for meal tickets for those in residence. 
In some cases, the money for meals does not cover the full estimated cost. 
 
As at other institutions, students complain when their NSFAS award is reduced – in fact 
paid back – if they have a credit on their account. The FAB deals with the complaints by 
one-on-one counselling. One approach which it has found useful is to show students the 
schedule which NSFAS sends to people when they start working asking for repayments. 
Credits and paybacks are relatively common because Pentech makes the NSFAS awards 
early. It does this both for institutional financial reasons and to provide students with 
book and meal money. 
 
 77 
6.6.4 Other sources of funding 
Pentech encourages students to apply to as many possible sources as possible, and the FAB 
reports that most probably they apply elsewhere. In 2002, the FAB has records of 1 418 
students who are receiving assistance from other sources. Students who receive bursaries 
from industry and other external sources are not disqualified from receiving NSFAS loans 
as most other sources do not cover all costs. 
 
The FAB confirmed that many of the large non-governmental bursary organisations were no 
longer operating, or had far less money than before because of the reduction in overseas 
funds. 
 
In addition to the external sources, Pentch provides merit awards for students who get an 
average grade of A or B, and family rebates for family of staff. The FAB does not deal 
with the family rebates. The FAB itself administers some bursaries donated by business. 
However, it does not have any money for loans besides that from NSFAS.  
 
Pentech has not allowed Eduloan onto the campus. It has had discussions with the company, 
but is wary of entering into an agreement. It points to the UCT experience with the 
Standard Bank loans where students knew that UCT was standing surety and defaulted. 
 
6.6.5 Dropouts 
The FAB confirmed that some successful students drop out, but said that no one would be 
able to give the real reasons for this as students were not required to inform the 
institution if they were not returning, and there were no exit interviews. The FAB feels 
that finances cannot be the only reason, as many students with financial and debt problems 
return nevertheless and ask for assistance. In 2002, between 200 and 300 students who 
did not have NSFAS awards in the previous year returned and were assisted. 
 
As with other institutions, Pentech does not allow students with outstanding fees to 
graduate – it withholds their results. The FAB reported that in most cases the students 
concerned enter into an agreement with the institution to resolve the problem. Sometimes 
they are allowed to participate in the graduation ceremony, but their certificate and 
statement of results are withheld until the outstanding fees are paid. 
 
6.6.6 Non-financial support 
Pentech’s workstudy programme is managed by the FAB. A portion of the money earned 
through the programme is regarded as ‘other funding’ when calculating the value of the 
NSFAS award. The programme is able to assist relatively few students – only about 300 in 
2002. Need is taken into account when allocating the administrative and other mundane 
jobs, and these jobs are usually not given to students who have access to other funds. 
However, need is not considered in allocating research work and student assistantships. 
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In addition to the workstudy programme, Pentech offers counselling and an academic 
development programme. Within courses, academic support is provided through tutorials. 
None of these systems is linked to financial aid. 
 
6.7 University of Durban-Westville 
 
6.7.1 Background 
The University of Durban-Westville (UDW) was originally established to serve the Indian 
community. The University of Durban-Westville (UDW) was originally established as the 
‘University College for Indians’ on Salisbury Island in Durban’s bay. In 1971 the college 
received full academic recognition as a university and moved to its current campus between 
Pinetown and Durban. The amount of money provided by NSFAS to UDW over the last few 
years has ranged between R17m and R19m per year. 
 
6.7.2 Profile of financial aid 
To date, the university has used per capita gross family income for determining eligibility 
for NSFAS awards. To be eligible, the per capita income of a student’s family must be 
below R9 000 per year. Where the FAB could not ascertain the per capita income, they 
used the NSFAS means test, and they expect to start using it for all students by October 
2002. In addition to falling below the maximum cut-off point, returning students are also 
expected to have passed at least 50% of their courses in the previous year. First year 
applicants need only demonstrate financial need.   
 
Any student receiving assistance is expected to cover some part of their costs. At the 
beginning of each year, students must raise approximately R1 700 as a registration fee. If 
the student is in residence, they are also expected to pay 50% of the residence fees, 
which amount to somewhere between R3 500 and R4 000. For students living in private 
accommodation, the FAB gives a maximum of R350 per month towards rent. During the 
course of the semester, the FAB provides a R1 000 meal cheque to both residence and 
‘digs’ students. Other costs, such as books, photocopying and transport costs the student 
must pay for.  
 
For 2002, the maximum NSFAS award at UDW is R17 000. Since registration is 
semesterised, some students’ costs exceed this amount. Further, if the FAB exhausts the 
available budget during the year, financial aid students are expected to raise additional 
amounts determined in relation to their gross family income. At the time of our interview, 
the FAB’s deficit was already R2,3m. 
 
The FAB reports that for the year 2002 they are funding about 2 500 students, most of 
whom are African. The next biggest group is Indian, with no white students funded. Most 
of the funded students are in the Law, Economics and Management faculty, rather than in 
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Humanities and Health. The bulk of the NSFAS funds go to returning students rather than 
first year students. About 600 of the financial aid students are in university residence, 
with a further 400 renting private accommodation. The payments for private 
accommodation are administered by the FAB. 
 
6.7.3 Experience of FAB and students with NSFAS 
Like some other FABs, the FAB at UDW complained of students who lie about their family 
income so as to be eligible for NSFAS funding. This apparent lie-factor prompted the FAB 
to purchase a system called KreditInform. This system enables them to investigate what a 
student’s own financial rating is, as well as the parents’ financial rating by inserting the 
relevant identity numbers. Use of this system has resulted in some students being called in 
to explain how they could have qualified for credit. The FAB explained that where a 
student is found to have lied, they institute a disciplinary hearing. 
 
According to the FAB, many financial aid students struggle to raise the expected 
registration fee.  They explained that remission of this fee only occurs when students have 
superior academic records. For example, where a student obtains an A, 75% of their 
registration fee will be waived. 
 
The FAB reports that the Department of Education asked if they could waive the 
compulsory registration fee. The FAB responded that they would only be able to do this if 
they had additional funds. 
 
6.7.4 Non-payment and dropouts 
At the beginning of each semester, students who are unable to settle outstanding fee 
accounts go through a process of financial aid counselling. The first stage is where the 
student explains their inability to pay whatever amount is outstanding. The second stage is 
an appeal process in which the student's registration fee may be reduced and/or where 
instalment arrangement are made to pay the outstanding amounts. The FAB reports that 
there are students who are currently carrying arrears of R13 000 by going through the 
same process every semester. 
 
The FAB could not explain why students with good academic records dropped out, as they 
believe that the FAB financial aid system allows students with financial aid problems to 
continue studying. One respondent suggested that dropping out could happen because of 
personal or family problems.  
 
6.7.5 Other sources of funding 
Besides the NSFAS fund, the FAB administers up to R12 million in additional funds. R2,7 
million of this is contribution from the university itself. The FAB uses the R2.7 million as a 
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'merit remission fee' for academically excellent students. The remission is based on the 
number of As achieved by the student. 
 
Other funds that the FAB administers are from private donors or funders. The total 
amount for this year from these sources is R10 million. The FAB said that they have a 
database of about 350 external donors. They report that they send out two or three of 
their eight staff members to seek extra funders. For the past two years, they have also 
asked for additional funds from NSFAS after over-spending the initial amount provided. 
 
6.7.6 Non-financial assistance 
UDW provides job opportunities for students through their Centre for Academic 
Development (CAD). The CAD deals with external and internal job opportunities. Students 
with outstanding fees are given preference, and are expected to contribute at least 40% 
of their earnings towards their fee account.  The CAD is not directly linked to the FAB, 
and students are expected to approach the centre themselves. 
 
The other source of non-financial assistance that the university offers is counselling for 
any difficulties they students may be experiencing.  
 
6.8 Natal Technikon 
 
6.8.1 Background 
The ongoing restructuring of the higher education system has seen two technikons in 
KwaZulu-Natal merge. The merger of ML Sultan and Natal Technikons to form the Durban 
Institute of Technology took effect on 1 April 2002. Despite the merger, there are still 
two separate FABs for the new institution. We interviewed the FAB at the Natal 
Technikon. During the apartheid years, this institution catered primarily for white 
students. 
 
6.8.2 Financial aid profile 
In 2002 Natal Technikon has a total enrolment figure of 12 003 students. By using NSFAS, 
the FAB is able to fund over a fifth (2 742) of the students. There is some gender bias in 
the allocations, in that men account for 57% of the total student population, but for only 
48% of NSFAS beneficiaries. The overwhelming majority (92%) of NSFAS awardees are 
African. This is similar to the overall pattern for NSFAS awards, and reflects the fact 
that while only 62% of the student body is African, they will often have poorer socio-
economic backgrounds than other students. On the other hand, while 18% of the student 
body is Indian, only 5% of NSFAS awardees are Indian. Of the first year students who 
applied for NSFAS funds this year, over 800 were covered. The FAB states that they 
were able to cover most of the students who applied. 
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A total of 1 387 students (12% of the total) live in residence at Natal Technikon, of these 
just over half (735) are financial aid beneficiaries. Expressed differently, 26% of financial 
aid students are in residence, almost all of whom are African. 
 
Close on two-thirds (62%) of the NSFAS awards go to Commerce-related studies. 
According the FAB, most of the private sector funds go towards engineering and IT 
studies.  
 
6.8.3 Experience of FAB and students with NSFAS 
The financial aid package covers tuition fees, books and material, and meal costs if these 
amount to below the NSFAS maximum. The FAB reports that the NSFAS maximum of 
R17 600 generally covers students living at home or in private accommodation. The 
maximum is inadequate for students living in the technikon residences as it cannot extend 
to cover books and material, meal and residence costs. 
 
All students are asked to pay an amount of R2 000 as the registration fee. The FAB 
reports that at the beginning of each year students may, in fact, have to raise amounts of 
up to R5 000 to cover registration, material and book costs. Most students receiving 
financial aid are unable to do this. The FAB is able to assist some of the returning students 
to register without paying the registration fee. Nevertheless, the FAB explains that some 
of the students are excluded from courses because they are unable to buy material and 
books.  
  
The FAB suspects that some students lie about their family income in order to qualify for 
NSFAS funds. For example, they state that students sometimes claim that their parents 
have disappeared and that their grandmother supports them. They described this 
phenomenon as the 'grandmother' syndrome and said that they had no way of ascertaining 
the truth.  
 
On the other hand, the FAB suggested that there were students who were deserving of 
the NSFAS package despite having a gross family income above the cut-off point. They 
explained that sometimes the parents of these students were unable to secure private 
sector loans because of financial blacklisting. They were thus caught out by the NSFAS 
cut-off point, rejected by the private sector and still unable to afford tertiary education.   
 
6.8.4 Non-payments and dropouts 
As noted above, the FAB assists those students who are unable to pay for their 
registration fee. They also ensure that students in their final year who have good academic 
records and outstanding fees are able to complete their studies. According the FAB, these 
concessions mean that they have to reduce the number of new students whom they fund.  
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The FAB explained that one of the reasons that some students do not return to the 
technikon is poor performance. They stated that for these students, they would not offer 
financial aid. They emphasised that students with sound academic records were not 
dropping out because of financial need. Reasons suggested for dropping out were social 
problems, such as abusive partners or 'dysfunctional' family backgrounds, pregnancy for 
some women, and HIV/AIDS. 
 
6.8.5 Other sources of funding 
The FAB administers very few other funds besides the NFSAS. However, the FAB reports 
that private funders have approached them seeking academically superior students to fund. 
Where this happens, the FAB identifies students who are financially needy as well as 
having good academic records. They explain that opportunities like this allow them to fund 
other financially needy and academically good students. 
 
The FAB keeps an updated record of external funds, and makes this information available 
to students through the technikon's resource centre. Besides grants and bursaries, 
students who do not qualify for NSFAS can apply to banks and private loan companies for 
student loans. As at some other campuses, a private loan company, Eduloan provides loans 
to students. The FAB is not directly linked Eduloan, although they refer some of the 
students who are not eligible for the NSFAS fund to Eduloan. 
 
The Co-operative Education unit at Natal Technikon was initially responsible for the 
placement of students needing experiential training. The unit has since extended its 
services to include graduates needing permanent employment. There are, however, no 
placement services in respect of part-time jobs for current students. Further, unlike some 
other institutions, the technikon does not offer internal work opportunities to students 
with outstanding fees.  
 
6.8.6 Non-financial assistance 
The FAB reports that they encourage students to attain excellent academic marks through 
their counselling services. The counselling is also meant to assist students in determining 
how they can best use the financial aid award. 
 
7 Conclusion 
In this section, we first briefly summarise the findings on the two research questions, 
then put forward some recommendations. 
 
7.1 Summary of findings 
At the outset, we must emphasise that all our methods focused on students who have 
obtained NSFAS support at one time or another. It excludes the many students – including 
some who are needy – who have not received this support. It also excludes successful 
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applicants who never get to register at a tertiary institution. This last category includes 
some who cannot raise the registration fee or perhaps even the money to travel to the 
institution concerned. 
 
7.1.1 Reasons for dropout 
Both the statistical analysis of NSFAS database records and analysis of our own 
questionnaires suggested some patterns as to who is more likely to drop out. Poor academic 
performance is obviously often a trigger for dropping out, but our research focused on 
students who were performing satisfactorily.  
 
The NSFAS database includes all students, regardless of results, while our own 
questionnaires targeted only those with good academic performance. Nevertheless, 
analysis of both sources suggests that men, African students, those studying science, and 
those enrolled at HAIs are more at risk than others. Unfortunately the available data are 
not adequate to determine whether the higher propensity for dropping out in the sciences 
and at HAIs is as a result of the higher costs, the greater difficulty of the studies, some 
other reason/s, or – which is likely – some combination of factors. 
 
Financial constraints emerge clearly as the primary reason for students with good academic 
records dropping out. This emerges from the analysis of the NSFAS database, from the 
analysis of responses to our own questionnaires, as well as from focus groups and 
interviews. For the poorest, registration fees often present a problem. Many others cannot 
raise the EFC. The amounts charged for registration differ from institution to institution, 
but for students with no source of income, even a few hundred rand seems impossible.  
Even when fees are paid, other expenses such as books, course material, food and 
transport are difficult to meet. Transport problems are particularly severe for students 
who stay at home, but some distance from the institution and require cash daily for the 
train, bus or taxi. Some of our case study institutions find ways of helping students in 
difficulty. But this assistance is usually not publicised because publicity could encourage 
defaulting.  
 
For many students, mothers are a key source of financial support during their studies. 
Fathers, grandmothers and other family members also provide support, but seemingly less 
often than mothers. Since women are likely to earn less than men, this reduces the money 
available to students. There were some indications that extended family is less willing or 
able to provide assistance than in the past. The fact that many families have more than one 
tertiary student adds to the burden. 
 
Incorrect choice of course results in many students enrolling for the incorrect course and 
later dropping out. Students from township schools are particularly at risk, because career 
guidance is usually non-existent or poor at these schools. Many students arrive at the 
tertiary institutions with little or no awareness of the available options other than 
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traditional careers such as Medicine and Law. Others arrive with a chosen course in mind, 
but are not able to enroll for it, perhaps because of poor school grades. The students 
often end up changing courses or discontinuing their studies due to failure. 
 
Lack of in-service training opportunities presents a problem, particularly for technikon 
students for whom this training is usually a compulsory part of the qualification. Most 
institutions have a Co-operative Education or similar unit that assists students to find in–
service opportunities. Often, however, these units are under-staffed and cannot assist all 
students. Students are forced to try to find places themselves. If they cannot, which 
happens regularly in the current poor economic conditions, they drop out by default. 
 
Pregnancy was said to disrupt studies although in most cases the students resumed their 
studies after having the child. HIV/AIDS was also mentioned as a worrying factor, 
although no institution provided statistics of the exact extent of the problem. For more 
mature students, or the eldest in a family, a crisis at home can be the trigger for 
abandoning studies so that they can return home to try to sort things out. 
 
For many students, the primary motivation for studying is finding a job. When these 
students are offered a job mid-course, some abandon their studies to enter employment 
immediately. In some cases, students abandon their studies for relatively low-paying jobs. 
This can happen where a student is desperate for money, or where a student feels that 
their qualification will be of limited use in the current job market. 
 
Early in the research it emerged that the extent of this problem might not be as severe as 
NSFAS and the board fears. In particular, if concern around this problem has arisen out of 
the dropout numbers on the NSFAS database, it is clear that many of the so-called 
dropouts have, in fact, completed successfully. Beyond the database, both our student and 
FAB informants often had difficulty thinking of more than one or two individuals who 
dropped out while performing well academically. 
 
On the other hand, the stories told by many current and ex-students revealed that a focus 
only on those who were performing well academically at the time they dropped out 
understates the extent of the problem. Virtually all the causes of dropouts are likely to 
result in initial deterioration of academic performance as the student becomes stressed. 
By the time the student drops out, they might well not be performing well academically. 
 
7.1.2 Other sources of funding 
Family is the most common source of additional funding for students. As noted above, 
mothers are the most common support, followed by immediate family and grandmothers. In 
many cases the source of the funds is itself insecure, for example informal work. 
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We also heard cases of benefactors who were not family, including lecturers, teachers and 
family friends. 
 
Student work is important, but mainly as a supplementary source because most students 
only find low-income casual or temporary jobs. The ease with which students find work 
depends on the location of the institution, as well as the institution’s employment services. 
The earnings from this work are often low. 
 
Both government and private funders favour students in the hard sciences. Private 
companies also sponsor students in areas such as engineering and information technology. 
However, we heard more stories of students being turned down by companies than of 
success. 
 
Students with outstanding academic results will also usually obtain merit awards from the 
institution. Some of the institutions have further funds, but the total is usually very small 
compared with what is available from NSFAS. Some students receive financial backing 
from their schools or home towns, but this often covers only the first year of study. 
 
Some students are able to obtain assistance from financial institutions such as banks or 
companies such as Eduloan. These forms of assistance are not available to the poorest 
students, as they will not be regarded as credit-worthy. The financial institutions also 
charge high interest which students can ill afford on top of their NSFAS loan obligations. 
Several informants spoke about the problem of students and their parents being 
blacklisted by credit bureaux. These students are in a Catch-22 situation, as they are 
likely to appear too ‘wealthy’ to qualify for a NSFAS loan, but also not be able to access 
other sources of funds. 
 
Factors which appear to enhance a student’s chance of obtaining the balance include: 
 Good academic performance; 
 The field of study - sciences, medical, technology rather than humanities or public 
management; 
 The region in which studying - highly developed areas such as the Pretoria-Johannesburg 
axis have a concentration of wealth, large companies and a great variety of businesses. 
This translates into more opportunities for students to access bursaries as well as more 
opportunities for part-time work and inservice training; and 
 The institution at which they are studying, and its access to additional sources as well as 
provision of support services. 
 
7.2 Recommendations 
Before putting forward suggestions as to how to address problems revealed in the 
research, we must stress that in all our contacts with current and ex-students, we found 
enormous gratitude to NSFAS for the opportunities that it had offered. Some of our 
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informants had problems with particular aspects of the fund’s operation, but virtually all 
felt that it had made a real difference in their lives. It is against this background, that 
the following recommendations regarding possible improvements must be considered. 
 
The case studies reveal vast differences in the situation at different institutions in terms 
of course costs, available awards and other assistance, as well as the profile of enrolled 
and assisted students. We are aware that NSFAS is currently rethinking its institutional 
allocation procedures. The standardised means test should help with redesign in that it will 
provide comparable data on the socio-economic situation of students at different 
institutions. NSFAS should, as soon as possible, start recording students’ financial details 
and begin analysing the patterns. This would assist in establishing whether the available 
funds are really going to those who are most needy and deserving. 
 
A few years ago NSFAS stopped recording the race of awardees. Race remains an 
important socio-economic indicator in the country. The government also has a very explicit 
policy of addressing racial and other imbalances. Unless NSFAS records this information, 
it will not be able to monitor its own contribution in this respect. 
 
The NSFAS database is clearly inaccurate in respect of dropouts. NSFAS needs to have 
serious discussions with the FABs about how to ameliorate the situation. It will probably 
not be possible to achieve complete accuracy, but NSFAS needs to think, in particular, of 
how to avoid mistakes in respect of students who change institutions, those who do not 
register while doing their in-service training, and those who register after the report is 
submitted to NSFAS. 
 
A solution needs to be found to the problems that students experience in finding 
placements for in-service training. At present students are registering for courses for 
which they cannot find placements and they are thus set up not to complete. NSFAS needs 
to discuss the reasons for this and possible solutions with the institutions. If there are no 
work opportunities at the end of particular courses, it is not in the interests of the 
student to register for those courses, nor in the interests of NSFAS to fund them. 
 
In both the dropout and current student focus groups we heard complaints from students 
about credit balances being used to start repaying their loans when they found 
supplementary sources of funding. The students often did not, in fact, understand that the 
money was used to repay their own loan. From the side of the FABs, we heard concerns 
that the rule on credit balances meant that they were unable to redistribute the released 
money to other deserving students. This rule improves the state of NSFAS’ books, in that 
it reflects a better repayment rate. However, it means that NSFAS is assisting fewer 
students than it could. We think the rule should be reconsidered. 
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In our research we focused on students who dropped out midway in their studies. At each 
institution there are further students who complete their studies but cannot graduate 
because they have fees outstanding. Without their certificates, they are then usually 
unable to find a job, and so unable to start paying back their NSFAS loan. One possibility is 
to use the money freed up by credit balances, as described above, for settling the 
outstanding balances of students who have passed the courses necessary to graduate. 
 
In our research, we asked all informants about support services at the institutions. What 
emerged spontaneously was that support services – and, in particular, career guidance – at 
secondary school level is a more important and urgent issue. NSFAS is probably not the 
appropriate institution to address this itself, but it needs to think of how it can promote 
better career guidance and knowledge of institutions and courses to potential students. 
Several informants suggested, in particular, that institutions could do more to promote 
knowledge of what they offer. 
 
Registration fees present a significant problem to many students. The fees prevent some 
potential students from ever arriving at the institutions, and prevent others from 
continuing their studies. Because the fee is usually small compared to the total fees, 
incorporation of the registration amount into the total should not make much difference to 
the institutions’ position, but could go a long way in assisting poorer students. 
 
Lack of money to cover transport expenses presents a difficult burden for many students 
who live off campus. In some cases, students stay at home and miss lectures because they 
do not have money for transport. In extreme cases, transport costs might prove to be the 
final straw that causes dropout. NSFAS should consider the possibility of including a 
transport allowance for non-residence students. 
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11 Analysis of NSFAS database 
 
11.1 Introduction 
The main CASE report notes that the database originally provided by NSFAS did not 
contain a variable indicating the student’s status in respect of repayment. This variable is 
important as it provides a rough indication as to whether the student concerned obtained 
employment or not. The indication is rough as NSFAS has better knowledge of some forms 
of employment than others. In particular, NSFAS has an agreement with the government 
that provides that all ex-NSFAS beneficiaries who get recorded on the PERSAL database 
which covers all national and provincial government employees, will have their repayments 
deducted automatically.  
 
Subsequent to CASE’s submission of its report, NSFAS provided a new database which 
contained the repayment variable. This variable is coded to distinguish beneficiaries 
according to four different categories: 
 Deceased – beneficiaries who have died since receiving assistance from NSFAS; 
 Not repaying – beneficiaries who are not currently making payments to NSFAS and who 
are probably either unemployed or in low-paying work; 
 Active – beneficiaries who are making payments to NSFAS, and who are therefore 
probably currently employed; and 
 Settled – beneficiaries who have settled their debt to NSFAS. 
 
This short addendum analyses the new field against the other variables in the database. 
 
11.2 Analysis 
Overall, less than 1% of the more than 87 000 beneficiaries recorded as either dropouts 
or graduates were known to have died. The overwhelming majority (82%) are recorded as 
not repaying, 14% are recorded as currently repaying, and the remaining 4% have settled 
their debts. There is no apparent difference between women and men in respect of 
repayment status. There is also no apparent difference between those who studied at an 
institution within their home region and those who studied further away from home. 
 
Table 1 suggests that white and Indian students are more likely than others to have 
settled their debt, while African students are least likely to have done so. Conversely, 
four-fifths (80%) of African students are not currently repaying, compared to somewhat 
over half (56%) of coloured students, and less than half (45-7%) of Indian and white 
students. This is in accordance with our previous finding that pass rates of Indian and 
white students tend to be higher than for coloured and African, and the finding below that 
repayment rates tend to increase with academic success. It is also in accordance with 
higher dropout rates for African and coloured students. As noted in the main report, 
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however, information about race is only available for just over 50 000 of past 
beneficiaries. 
 
Table 37. Students by race and repayment status (%) 
Race Deceased Not repay Active Settled Total 
African 1 80 17 3 100 
Coloured 0 56 33 10 100 
Indian 0 47 32 21 100 
White 0 45 31 24 100 
Total 1 78 18 4 100 
 
Table 2 shows that graduates are noticeably more likely than dropouts to be repaying or to 
have settled. (Some of the dropouts who are paying could have been incorrectedly 
recorded as dropouts but, unfortunately, we have no way of separating these out.] This is 
expected, as graduates are more likely than dropouts to find jobs. This table, unlike the 
previous one, is based on the full database. It shows that less than a fifth of past students 
who graduated or dropped out are either active payers or have settled their debt. 
 
Table 38. Students by graduation and repayment status (%) 
Status Deceased Not repay Active Settled Total 
Dropout 1 88 8 3 100 
Graduate 0 76 19 5 100 
Total 0 82 14 4 100 
 
Table 3 suggests that those who have studied at university are more likely than ex-
technikon students to be repaying and thus, presumably, to have a job. Within each 
institution type, the non-repayment rights are also slightly higher for those who studied at 
HDIs than for those who studied at HAIs. 
 
Table 39. Students by institution type and repayment status (%) 
Institution Deceased Not repay Active Settled Total 
HAT 0 83 13 4 100 
HAU 0 75 18 7 100 
HDT 1 86 11 3 100 
HDU 0 82 15 3 100 
Total 0 82 14 4 100 
 
Table 4 shows slightly higher repayment rates for those who studied in the Education and 
Science fields than for those who studied Business or Humanities. The repayment rates 
are lowest for Business and highest for Sciences. The relatively high repayment rates for 
Education are probably explained by the fact that a high proportion of Education 
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graduates are employed in the public sector, and thus have repayments automatically 
deducted. The relatively high repayment rates for those who studied in the Sciences 
probably reflects the relative ease with which these graduates find jobs given the overall 
skills shortages in this area. 
Table 40. Students by field of study and repayment status (%) 
Field Deceased Not repay Active Settled Total 
Business 0 85 12 3 100 
Science 0 78 17 5 100 
Humanities 0 82 14 4 100 
Education 1 78 18 3 100 
Total 0 82 14 4 100 
 
Finally, table 5 shows that repayment rates increase with increasing success as measured 
by the pass rate. The only exception to the expected pattern is that students who passed 
no courses are more likely to be repaying than those who passed less than half of their 
courses. It could be that some of these are students who discontinue before finishing the 
year because they have found a job. It could also be that those who passed no courses left 
the institutions sooner, and thus faced debts which seemed more manageable. 
 
Table 41. Students by pass rate and repayment status (%) 
Pass rate Deceased Not repay Active Settled Total 
0 1 85 10 4 100 
0 – 49 0 90 8 2 100 
50 – 99 0 85 13 2 100 
100 0 71 21 7 100 
NULL 0 71 24 5 100 
Total 0 82 14 4 100 
 
 
 
